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A Youth Perspective: The 4-H Teen’s Leadership Identity
Development Journey
Sarah A. Bush
University of Idaho
Jeremy Elliott-Engel
The University of Arizona
Shannon Wiley
North Carolina A&T University
Tonya T. Price
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
A current focus of youth-serving organizations is youth leadership development
with an objective of helping youth become productive contributors to society. 4-H
is a leading organization in the effort to expose youth to leadership opportunities.
This study examined the leadership identity development of 4-H youth serving in
statewide leadership positions. The Leadership Identity Development (LID) model
and mentoring mosaic served as the conceptual framework in this study. The
purpose of this qualitative study is to shed light on the question, how do 4-H teens
describe their journey to leadership? Youth reflected on the experiences,
examples, and influences that impacted their leadership journey. The most
common response for experiences that led to a 4-H youth’s choice to pursue a
leadership role was a previous leadership experience. Leadership traits,
Extension agents, and historical figures were the most frequently identified
examples of leadership, and family members and Extension agents were
commonly identified as influences. Four themes emerged from the youth
perspectives: (1) leaders are characterized by traits, (2) individual-focused
leaders, (3) team-oriented individuals, and (4) community contributors. The
results corroborated with Stages 2-4 in the LID model. This study is a starting
point for exploring leadership identity development of youth.
Keywords: teen leadership, leadership identity, mentoring mosaic, 4-H
Introduction
4-H is one of the longest-running youth-centered programs in the country (Wessel & Wessel,
1982). Dating back to the early 1900s, 4-H provides a safe and supportive environment for youth
to engage in STEM education, civic engagement, and leadership development. 4-H is a youth
development organization providing youth with opportunities to gain leadership capacity while
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also learning more about themselves. Youth who participate in 4-H leadership programs have
demonstrated an increase in leadership skills (Kelsey, 2020; Lerner et al., 2013).
The 4-H Study of Positive Youth Development (PYD) is the first large-scale longitudinal study
of 4-H and non-4-H youth. This study revealed that learning from project-work, leadership
experiences, and adult mentoring involved in 4-H provides participants with the opportunity for
PYD (Lerner et al., 2013). Through this comprehensive study, 4-Hers were shown to be more
likely to contribute to their communities, have increased academic achievement, and make
healthier choices (Lerner et al., 2013). 4-H has demonstrated the capacity to increase PYD and
decrease the likelihood of youth participating in risky behaviors.
Because of these findings and changes in society, youth are being recognized as community
resources (Lerner et al., 2003). The response to this has been an increased focus on PYD that
aims to increase career-readiness skills. At the core of many of these efforts is leadership with a
focus on developing “future” leaders instead of recognizing youth as “current” leaders
(Mortensen et al., 2014). To understand how youth can meaningfully contribute to society, we
must continue to explore the developmental journey youth take towards discovering their own
leadership styles and capacity.
Many studies on youth leadership, particularly regarding 4-H experiences, evaluate the skills
demonstrated by youth. A study of State 4-H Council members described their leadership life
skills (Bruce et al., 2004). A study of 4-H livestock exhibitors measured the leadership
characteristics of youth participating in a state fair contest (Anderson et al., 2015). Radhakrishna
and Sinasky (2005) examined the value of 4-H projects and revealed that participation in projects
contributed to personal and leadership development. Another study proposed that the challenges
and responsibilities experienced through 4-H, such as serving as a camp counselor, contribute to
the demonstration of leadership roles (Leff et al., 2015). Kelsey (2020) identified encouragement
from important individuals contributed to youth taking on leadership roles.
We know leaders continually evolve and grow in skills and competencies throughout their
lifespan (Komives et al., 2005). Additionally, 4-H has been referred to as a pathway for
developing leadership skills and experiences (Anderson et al., 2015; Bruce et al., 2004; Kelsey,
2020; Leff et al., 2015; Radhakrishna & Sinasky, 2005). However, little is known about how
teens progress into and through leadership positions and the impact of 4-H on that process. The
aim of this study is to examine further why teens apply and accept leadership positions in 4-H
and explore the leadership development, personal experiences, and influences, which make up
their mentoring mosaics, that led them to attain those positions.
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Literature Review/Conceptual Framework
PYD concentrates on the development of the “Five Cs”: Competence, Confidence, Caring,
Character, and Connection (Lerner et al., 2005). Adolescents who develop the “Five Cs” are said
to be thriving (Lerner et al., 2005). Thriving adolescents are able to engage in the sixth “C” or
positive contribution to self, family, community, and civil society (Lerner et al., 2003).
With PYD as a guiding framework, the 4-H Citizenship Framework was developed to
incorporate civic engagement, service, civic education, and personal development as key focus
areas (United States Department of Agriculture [USDA], 2011). Programs that utilize the 4-H
Citizenship Framework encourage the development of leadership skills through activities “where
youth use their voices, work, ideas or behavior for the greater good” (USDA, 2011, p. 2). By
engaging youth in community-oriented programming that provides opportunities for learning and
youth-adult partnerships, youth can develop the skills needed to be leaders in the 21st century
(Larson, 2006; Zarrett & Lerner, 2008). Those skills include self-regulation and self-efficacy,
which enable the adolescents to feel confident in their abilities (Gestsdόttir & Lerner, 2007). This
developmental process is ongoing and cannot be accomplished through a single program or
relationship. Instead, youth develop their leadership identity over time and in stages (Komives et
al., 2005).
The conceptual framework for this study is based on the Leadership Identity Development (LID)
model (Komives et al., 2006) and the mentoring mosaic framework. The LID model serves as a
framework for evaluating the process of evolution, or journey, one’s leadership identity takes
over time. Komives et al. (2005) suggested, “students’ changing view of themselves with others
influenced their broadening view of leadership and their personal definitions of leadership” (p.
605). The influences that impact an individual are both a culmination of experiences, situations,
and people who serve as their mentoring mosaic.
Understanding Leadership
Northouse (2018) defines leadership as “a process whereby an individual influences a group of
individuals to achieve a common goal” (p. 5). Over the past century, leadership scholarship has
evolved immensely from “great man” theories to traits of leadership in positions to leadership
behaviors impacted by an individual’s situation and context (Komives & Johnson, 2009). This
has shifted leadership to a process that can be exhibited by all individuals regardless of holding a
position (Owen, 2012). Therefore, one’s leadership capacity is based on the process in which
they engage to develop their skills and understanding of leadership, with the process being
shaped by their characteristics, experiences, and environment.
Today, most approaches involve relationships built upon trust, collaboration, and shared goals
(Allen & Cherrey, 2000; Komives et al., 2005). A current process-based perspective is relational
leadership, which is a model focused on five components: purposeful, inclusive, empowering,
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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ethical, and process-oriented (Komives & Johnson, 2009). When individuals engage in relational
leadership, they have transitioned from understanding leadership as traits and skills to a lifelong
process based on their social interactions and focus on change.
The relational approach also involves an understanding that both emergent and assigned leaders
exist. Assigned leaders are those who have a position, status, or title that has appointed them as a
leader (Northouse, 2018). An emergent leader is one who takes on an informal role based on the
perceptions and relationships they have with others (Northouse, 2018). Individuals with a highlevel understanding of the leadership process understand their role as leaders both formally and
informally through their social engagement with others. They also recognize that leadership is
group-focused and different individuals engage in leadership at different times in group work.
Leadership Identity Development Model
Komives et al. (2005) conducted the first research on leadership identity development with a
group of college students heavily involved in organizations. Results indicated that leadership
identity is a shifting phenomenon. Komives et al. (2005) confirmed many theorists’ observations
that leadership identity progresses from a hierarchical, leader-centric view to a collaborative,
relational process. Additionally, the youth leadership identity development process is primarily
psychosocial in nature but also includes key events. Some emergent aspects of the leadership
identity development process included: developing interdependence, establishing healthy
interpersonal relationships, increasing confidence, and developing a sense of self (Komives et al.,
2005).
Based on the findings, Komives et al. (2006) developed the LID model. The model has six
stages: Awareness, Exploration/Engagement, Leader Identified, Leadership Differentiated,
Generativity, and Integration/Synthesis. The stages of the model progress from a hierarchical and
leader-centric view to a more relational and group-focused view. It is important to acknowledge
that these stages are not discrete and can be achieved and revisited in a helix fashion (Komives et
al., 2006). Awareness (Stage 1) is when individuals are conscious that leaders exist, but leaders
remain abstract and afar. For example, the President is a leader (Komives et al., 2009).
Exploration/Engagement (Stage 2) is defined by immersion. Immersion takes place primarily
within a group, such as a sports team or organization club (Komives et al., 2006). During Stage
2, individuals are learning to engage with others (Komives et al., 2009). In Stage 2, individuals
spend more time focused on wanting to be involved as a part of a group or team and less time
focusing on those in leadership positions, such as club leaders and team captains. Leader
Identified (Stage 3) is when positional leaders and their actions are considered the pinnacle of
leadership. These assigned leaders are people one knows but are in an elected or delegated
position of power. There is a recognition of the hierarchical nature of relationships within a
group (Komives et al., 2009).

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 10, Number 1, 2022

Teen Leadership Identity Development

5

The shift from Stage 3 to Stage 4 indicates that the individual has moved from a hierarchical to a
relational perspective of leadership. In Leadership Differentiated (Stage 4), one begins to view
leadership as a shared group process, which is not necessarily positional (Komives et al., 2009).
Within Stage 4, one begins to understand how individuals take on separate roles and leadership
can shift amongst group members. One reaches Generativity (Stage 5) when leadership is viewed
as commitment and passion towards developing capacity in other individuals and the
advancement of community (Komives et al., 2009).
The final stage, Integration/Synthesis (Stage 6), is reached when leaders acknowledge the
personal capacity needed to lead in diverse contexts (Komives et al., 2009). In Stage 6,
individuals can fully recognize leadership as separate from positional roles and a lifelong
process. For each of the six stages, Komives et al. (2009) ascribed characteristics of
developmental influences, which included stage descriptions, broadening view of leadership,
developing self, group influences, developmental influences, and changing view of self with
others (Komives et al., 2006). Further research from Wagner (2011) revealed that it can be
difficult to discern the difference among Stages 4-6 and cautioned that further research needed to
be conducted to explore distinct differences. This could be attributed to the difficulty in
measuring later stages of human development (Wagner, 2011).
Mentoring Mosaic
The mentoring mosaic, a network of primary and secondary mentors that serve different roles for
each individual to optimize the impact of mentoring (Mullen, 2009), is the conceptual framework
underpinned by situated learning theory. To fully comprehend the cognition that occurs during
mentoring, it is essential to examine situated learning theory. Situated learning theory
emphasizes context and practice as ways for linkages to occur between knowledge, experience,
and skill (Choi & Hannafin, 1995). This requires authenticity in tasks, activities, and real
problem-solving situations, which is an aim of 4-H leadership development. In situated learning,
mentees and mentors must engage in the collaborative construction of knowledge through
insightful reflection and discussions of lessons from their previous experiences (Miller, 2002).
According to Miller (2002), there are two forms of mentoring: natural and planned. Natural
mentoring can occur through friendship, teaching, coaching, and counseling. Natural mentoring
is incidental and occurs throughout one’s lifespan (Miller, 2002) and may or may not be
recognized by the learner or the teacher. On the other hand, planned mentoring is the result of
structured programs with clear objectives. The mentors and mentees are usually matched through
a formal process and cooperatively create a contract regarding the nature of the relationship
(Miller, 2002). Both types of mentorship have different contexts within one’s life and lead to
transfer of knowledge. The 4-H Youth Development Program utilizes both natural and planned
mentoring; however, when researching the influencers within a 4-H member’s leadership
journey, one must look beyond these traditional roles and examine their mentoring mosaic.
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Bey and Holmes (1992) challenge traditional, isolated mentoring functions and call for the
consideration of a comprehensive mentoring role, often referred to as the mentoring mosaic
(Browne-Ferrigno & Muth, 2006). This expanded the understanding of the mentoring experience
from the role of a primary mentor to one of multiplicity. Multiple mentors create a mentoring
mosaic that incorporates a variety of secondary mentors and reflection upon life experiences
(Davis, 2016). This enables mentors to serve in a variety of roles throughout one’s life.
The mentoring mosaic incorporates “a network of secondary mentors that provide strength of
weak times, this can incorporate events, situations, and circumstances of life; books one reads; or
crises one face” (Bey & Holmes, 1992, p. 15). This calls for a holistic consideration of mentoring
as a culmination of all experiences and relationships, whether natural or planned, that provide
guidance and support for the learner. With this in mind, the process of mentoring across the
lifespan should take different forms throughout one’s life. In adolescence, mentors serve the
function of role models, providing the basis for one’s cultural development and understanding of
the world (Jonson, 2002). When an individual understands how their experiences and influences
impact the development of their mentoring mosaic, they can better reflect on how they’re
developing their primary and secondary networks of mentors. An individual’s experiences and
influences can all be examined to better interpret what and who one views as their mentoring
mosaic.
Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative study is to shed light on the question, how do 4-H teens describe
their journey to leadership? In this study, we aimed to explore the mentoring mosaic and LID of
4-Hers through the following research questions:
1) How do Virginia 4-H teens describe experiences and influences that led them to attain
statewide leadership positions?
2) How do Virginia 4-H teens in statewide leadership positions describe their leadership
development?
Methodology
This descriptive qualitative study aimed to provide insight on why teens in 4-H assume
leadership roles and how they describe their leadership journey. To explore this phenomenon, we
examined the leadership development, personal experiences, and influences that have led and
impacted one’s actions, values, mindset, and responses as a leader. 4-H teen members with
leadership roles in Virginia served as the target population. The purposive sample included 4-H
teen leaders who were currently serving in statewide leadership positions and were attending a
weekend-long leadership symposium. We used purposive sampling, a technique that
intentionally seeks out participants/data sources because of certain qualities, to find participants
willing to discuss their experiences (Bruce et al., 2004).
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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Twenty-one (n = 21) youth participated in this study. To prevent biasing responses about
identity, we did not collect any other demographics from the sample (Fernandez et al., 2016).
The participants that attended the 4-H symposium ranged from 14 to 19 years of age and
represented a variety of localities throughout the state. Additionally, as indicated on participant
enrollment forms, the population was predominantly white and evenly split between male and
female.
Data consisted of a one-time open-ended survey (Patton, 2005). We developed a ten-question
open-ended survey. We created the survey based on the Leadership Identity Development (LID)
model (Komives et al., 2006). The survey included questions regarding the participant’s views
on leadership in general; their views of themselves as leaders; their experiences, examples, and
influences of leadership; and their needs for further development. The ten questions included in
the survey were:
1. Describe what a leader is to you.
2. Why do you view yourself as a leader?
3. How do you describe yourself as a leader?
4. How would others describe you as a team member?
5. What experiences have you had that led you to pursue a leadership role in 4-H?
6. Who do you look to as an example of leadership? Why?
7. Who has influenced or supported you to become a leader?
8. As a leader, when things are going right I…
9. As a leader, when things are challenging I…
10. What more do you need to know to be a successful leader?
We administered the survey on the first night of the leadership symposium to prevent
participants from responding to questions based on any leadership training provided throughout
the symposium. This allowed us to examine the journey experienced by statewide 4-H teen
leaders rather than the training they received. We asked participants to answer each question
with a minimum of two to three sentences. Before completing the survey, the 4-Hers participated
in an hour and a half training on problem-solving styles, had attended school, and traveled from
different parts of the state to the meeting site location. Thus, participant fatigue may have
impacted the quality of the responses.
We transcribed the open-ended survey responses verbatim from the surveys into Excel. The
responses were organized by participant and question, 1-21 for each question, respectively.
Three researchers independently open-coded each response (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Each
researcher provided analytical codes and highlighted keywords for each participant’s response to
each question. Collectively, we grouped like codes together to form consensus on categories
through an iterative process (Creswell, 2013). The final number of agreed-upon codes was 12.
Each response was then collaboratively recoded based on the new set of codes. This latent
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coding process involved multiple coders and points for inter-coder reliability checks (Bernard et
al., 2017). We then compiled all codes communally and verbally discussed the reasoning behind
each code to aim for consistency and validity. Through this verbal discussion, agreed-upon
themes were developed from shared interpretations and codes. Themes were only considered
emergent when they were identified through responses to multiple questions from the survey.
In this meaning-making process, we recognized that 4-H members were identifying specific
examples, and there was a connection between the 4-Hers’ responses and the mentoring mosaic
framework. At this time, the researchers decided to examine the data to questions 5, 6, and 7 in a
different manner to further explore how respondents described their mentoring mosaics. The data
from these questions mainly consisted of lists of individuals and experiences. To explore the data
further, the responses for questions 5, 6, and 7 were categorized rather than coded for meaning.
The categorized responses were then quantified and transformed into nominal values (Chi,
1997). Participants often provided multiple responses to questions that were put into different
categories. For example, a participant may have included their extension agent, a historical
figure, and a family member as an example of leadership, which would have resulted in three
codes for one individual.
Researcher reflexivity in qualitative research is important to identify. All research team members
previously or currently work directly with 4-H youth. We utilized inter-coder checking to reduce
individual bias, as our previous experiences varied (Bernard & Ryan, 2010).
Results
This study aimed to provide insight into the question, how do 4-H teens describe their journey to
leadership? There were two guiding research questions: “How do Virginia 4-H teens describe
experiences and influences that led them to attain statewide leadership positions?” and “How do
Virginia 4-H teens in statewide leadership positions describe their leadership development?”
Research Question 1: How do Virginia 4-H teens describe experiences and influences that
led them to attain statewide leadership positions?
To examine the first research question and the 4-Hers’ mentoring mosaics, we categorized,
quantified, and transformed responses to three questions into nominal values. These three
questions asked the 4-Hers to identify experiences that led them to pursue leadership roles,
examples of leadership, and influences and supporters on their leadership journey.
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Table 1. Experiences, Examples, and Influences that Led Virginia 4-Hers to Attain
Leadership Positions (n = 21)
Responses
What experiences have you had that led you to pursue a leadership role in 4-H?
Previous leadership roles
Previous experiences
Experiences with 4-H teen leaders
Having the skills of a leader
Other (Extension agent, life, natural leader)
Who do you look to as an example of leadership?
Identification of leadership traits
Extension agents
Historical figures
Family members
Peers
Other (Teacher, coach, political figure)
Who has influenced or supported you to become a leader?
Family members
Extension agent
Teachers
4-H Club Leaders
4-H Peers
Other (Coaches, political figures, supervisors)
Note. Participants often had multiple responses to each question.

n
6
5
5
4
4
10
6
5
3
3
3
17
12
6
6
4
5

Experiences
The most common response for experiences that led to a 4-H youth’s choice to pursue a
leadership role was a previous leadership experience (n = 6). Many of the prior leadership roles
were club or local level 4-H positions, but one participant did mention their experiences through
school-based organizations. Previous experiences (n = 5) encompassed 4-H based experiences,
including community service, club projects, and an international experience. Additionally,
multiple participants spoke about how comfortable they feel within 4-H, which was also included
in previous experiences. One participant stated, “I have really come out of my shell through 4-H.
I feel comfortable with 4-Hers, and normally don’t with others upon first meeting.”
When talking about experiences with other 4-H teen leaders (n = 5), respondents spoke about
wanting to give back to their clubs and communities as previous 4-H members had. One said,
“Over the years of being a 4-H member, I have seen the examples that others before me have set.
Therefore, I want to work hard to be an exceptional example to others in my club and state.”
Others attributed their pursuit to their skills (n = 4), including public speaking, being in charge,
managing personalities, and understanding others. Two participants felt their Extension agents
were the primary reason, while one felt they were a natural leader and therefore should lead.
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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Participants frequently spoke about leadership as a role or position. Some youth felt they came
into their position as a leader from previous experiences and skill development, while others
attributed their leadership position to a previous position. One youth pursued a leadership role in
4-H because “I thought it would be good for me due to experiences in scouting.” Another
participant stated, “I have gained public speaking skills and become involved in volunteering.”
These participants were not specifically stating a role but acknowledging previous experiences
that affirmed capabilities to become a leader.
Experience in a different leadership role was often mentioned as the reason they viewed
themselves as leaders. A youth remarked, “my club had many openings for small positions, and
it led me to where I am now,” while another mentioned, “I have been a Jr. Coach in my local 4-H
clubs. I have also been the president of local 4-H clubs that made me want to pursue a leadership
role.” Several participants internalized the need for a “leadership role” to be a leader. This was
explicitly stated by youth when asked why they view themselves as leaders. One stated, “I have
been in what I see as leadership roles.” The other shared, “Because of my success in leadership
positions and my traits help me to be a leader.” Both participants identified their leadership
roles/positions as the reason for being considered a leader.
Examples
When asked who they identified as an example of leadership, the participants identified
leadership traits (n = 10), Extension agents (n = 6), and historical figures (n = 5) most frequently.
Some participants did not identify a specific individual as a leader but instead commented on
specific skills or duties the individual needed to perform to be considered a leader and, therefore,
their personal example of leadership. For example, one participant commented, “I look for
someone who is respected among their followers.” Others provided specific responses with
historical figures, including past United States presidents, philosophers, and worldwide leaders.
Family members (n = 3) encompassed parents, grandparents, and siblings. When participants
identified peers (n = 3), they either referred to friends or named a specific peer.
Influencers
When discussing those who have influenced or supported the 4-H youth’s endeavors to become a
leader, participants most commonly responded with family members (n = 17) and their Extension
agents (n = 12). Family members included specifically named parents, grandparents, or siblings
or the general response of family. 4-H club leaders (n = 6) included club advisors, project
instructors, and other adults who helped their 4-H club. The majority of the responses were adult
figures. However, some of the responses included their 4-H peers (n = 4). Two of the participants
referred to their 4-H peers as their 4-H family.
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Research Question 2: How do Virginia 4-H teens in statewide leadership positions describe
their leadership development?
To examine this question, we open-coded the responses and grouped like codes through an
iterative process. Through the meaning-making process, four themes emerged: (1) leaders are
characterized by traits, (2) individual-focused leaders, (3) team-oriented individuals, and (4)
community contributors.
Leaders are Characterized by Traits
Participants consistently described leaders as having personality and action traits. When asked to
describe what a leader is, the characteristics that consistently appeared in the responses included:
responsible, flexible, selfless, authentic, idea generators, communicator, dedicated, and
inspirational. These words recognized capability or the capacity to demonstrate a skill. Youth
participants viewed it as the leader’s duty to aid and give of themselves to others. One participant
stated, “I view myself as a leader because I help others through troubles. I’m dedicated to what I
do, and I want what’s best for the group. I believe I guide my peers to success.” Here a youth
described a leader as someone who can partner with others who are understanding, encouraging,
and devoted to their success.
Relationships matter for leaders and the effectiveness of leadership. Participants believed that
leaders have a role in preventing or mediating conflict to ensure positive relationships are
developed or continued. One teen stated, “I described myself as a leader because I … can
mediate parties into solution.” Another said, “They should be fun to be around and easy-going.”
Both participants acknowledged how leaders work to develop positive relationships. Participants
commented on the skills leaders needed to build relationships. One remarked, “A leader is
someone who is kind … and takes the time to listen to others.” Another thought, “I feel like a
leader is someone who shows respect to everyone.” These teens identified the ability and actions
of the leader.
When things go wrong or issues arise, there was consistent recognition that a leader analyzes the
situation to find a path forward. Participants identified a leader as an individual who could solve
problems. For example, “When all goes wrong, people look to one or a group of people to take a
stand. They look for someone to get them out of the nasty situation.” Another youth specified
that a leader is “someone that brings the ideas and opinions of the group together to form the best
solutions to a problem.” This participant views a leader as the one who is able to facilitate the
problem-solving process rather than generate the solution.
Individual-focused Leaders
Leaders who are individual-focused ensure all members feel included and benefit from
membership. Participants commented on the importance of supporting others’ success. One
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participant stated, “someone who helps take you places in your life.” This statement
demonstrates how youth attributed a leader’s influence on an individual’s success. Another
participant shared this perspective from their own position as a leader, “I view myself as a leader
because I am interested in helping people perform tasks and accomplish goals.” These quotes
demonstrate the perspective of leaders having an impact on individuals. Other responses
extended more specifically to inclusion and acceptance of diversity.
Individual-focused leaders emerged from an emphasis on making sure individuals felt included
and supported by leaders. When describing how others would see them as a leader, one teen said,
“includes everyone … tries to get along with all.” Another said, “A kind person that attempts to
include the ideas of all to find a solution … [for] all.” Both youth emphasized group unity,
kindness, and inclusion of ideas. Another, when asked to describe a leader, said “compassionate,
inclusive.” Going beyond diverse thought, one youth spoke of previous experiences, sharing “working with diverse beliefs, cultures, and personalities, allow[s] me to be understanding of
others.” Overall, when speaking about inclusion, the participants did not just comment on
including others with different backgrounds and ideas within the group.
Team-oriented Individuals
The team should be at the forefront above individuals with an emphasis on needing to produce
results as a team. When leaders felt they were a part of the group, they focused on working to
promote the team’s performance without individual recognition. A youth stated, “I am always
willing to compromise and take others’ opinions into consideration and put my personal opinions
aside.” In this view, leaders put the needs of others ahead of their own. Another felt, “I view
myself as a leader because I help others through troubles. I’m dedicated to what I do, and I want
what’s best for the group. I believe I guide my peers to success.” Another teen said, “I look for
someone who is willing to make sacrifices for the better of the group. They push the group and
are dedicated.” These views depict leaders as equal members of the team and the ability of the
leader to be fair and make decisions for the overall betterment of the group.
Other youth described leadership as being in charge or directing the team. One participant stated
that a leader is “someone who takes responsibility for a group of people and brings them
together.” Another said, “A leader is someone who directs … someone or a group of people.”
Both individuals viewed themselves as the director of the group with responsibility for other
team members. Youth were not consistent in their views of the role of a leader on a team.
Sometimes participants acknowledged being a part of the group, while others felt the leader’s
role was to ensure the team performed.
Community Contributors
“A leader … think[s] about the majority when making a decision.” This teen discussed the
importance of leaders working towards a collective and greater good. The responses indicated
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that good leaders help make tangible improvements to ensure that everyone benefits, even those
outside the group. Leaders were described as working to make a positive impact. One participant
stated a leader “wants to better community.” Another said, “I describe myself as a leader who
helps people go in the right direction that suits them as an individual.” This posits collective
efforts as beneficial to a specific individual if the individual’s efforts would aid in group
advancement.
Another, when asked who they look to as an example of leadership, noted, “I look to [recent
political candidate], due to the fact that he brought new ideology to politics for a system that
benefits every [every with three underlines] American.” There was congruence between their
own personal ideals and the characteristics that they looked to as examples. When asked to
describe a leader, one youth believed a leader was “a kind person that attempts to include the
ideas of all to find a solution that will appeal and meet the needs of all.” They expect leaders to
work toward improvements for society as a whole.
Discussion
This study provides insight into the views of 4-H teen leaders on the experiences, examples, and
supporters that contribute to their mentoring mosaics. Many influential individuals have had a
significant impact on these teens, which has afforded them the opportunity to gainfully
experience leadership from new perspectives (Jonson, 2002) and grow into leadership aspects of
who they are (Kelsey & Furhman, 2020). Most responses discussed specific individuals or
previous experiences as leaders. Within the mentoring mosaic, this is expected, as mentors and
mentees engage around an area of shared interest, allowing them to learn from one another and
expand their strengths and qualities. With the teens not indicating many secondary mentors (e.g.,
books, events, situations, circumstances of life, and crises), they may be placing a stronger
emphasis on the behaviors that caring adults, adults in society, and their peers are modeling than
on secondary mentor influences as described in the mentoring mosaic.
Responses indicated that participants view leadership from both a positional and trait-approach
(Zaccaro, 2007). Family members and Extension agents were viewed as the individuals who
provided the most support, acting as a portion of the 4-Her’s mentoring mosaic. Simultaneously,
many of the same participants did not identify these individuals as examples of leadership.
Therefore, the participants may be viewing leadership from a hierarchical perspective where the
leaders are viewed positionally and mainly possess large-scale leadership positions. This would
also indicate that teens are identifying those in planned mentoring roles through structured
programs rather than identifying those natural mentoring experiences that occur through
friendship, coaching, etc. (Miller, 2002).
4-H teen leaders in Virginia attribute prior experiences with leadership as the primary reason for
their decision to pursue a statewide leadership position. Most participants spoke solely of other
leadership experiences within 4-H. Because study participants frequently spoke of their
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leadership experiences within 4-H, this may indicate that participants feel strongly about 4-H’s
influence on their desire to contribute to their communities. Previous research revealed that 4-H
programs contribute to 4-Hers’ overall personal development and their likelihood of contributing
to their communities (Lerner et al., 2013). Early alumni of the 4-H program report positive
influences on their overall development through the program (Anderson et al., 2010). This study
illuminates these findings through the experiences described by participants who relayed that 4H creates an environment where youth are engaging with adults and are helping youth practice
leadership skills; thus, youth grow in their leadership identity. Extension professionals and
volunteers need to identify roles and responsibilities in long-term 4-H experiences to foster a
self-identity of a leader in each member early on and often.
The LID model frames this study from the perspective of why teens assume leadership positions
(Komives et al., 2006). The findings indicated perspectives related to developmental phases 2-4
of the LID model. Exploration/Engagement (Stage 2), Leader Identified (Stage 3), and
Leadership Differentiated (Stage 4) were all very apparent in the emergent themes. However,
very few if any responses indicated Generativity (Stage 5) or Integration/Synthesis (Stage 6). As
noted by Wagner (2011), Stages 4-6 may be similar if not one stage, and there may be difficulty
measuring differences between these stages as final stages of development. Since the LID model
was originally developed with college students, it is not surprising that stages 5 and 6 were not
observed. Additionally, the 4-H Teen leaders advanced past Awareness (Stage 1) because they
already had taken on leadership positions and viewed themselves as potential leaders. Once a
youth has established their initial identity as a leader, adults need to encourage opportunities that
highlight leadership concepts reflective of a more holistic understanding of leadership.
Some responses alluded to Exploration/Engagement (Stage 2) by identifying previous
experiences that led to pursuing leadership roles and the themes that leadership is characterized
by traits and team-oriented individuals. When describing experiences, youth could communicate
the experiences they had, which reaffirmed their capabilities to be a leader. Sometimes these
experiences were previous leadership roles, but often they were group membership. In Stage 2,
individuals identify the skills they need to be successful leaders and prepare for leadership
(Komives et al., 2009). The characteristics identified and explanations of how leaders need to
engage with others exemplified an understanding of the skills needed. Further, when youth
talked about their want to pursue a leadership position, it often came from wanting to be
involved and give back. The motivating factors of being involved and giving back can be used to
recruit teen leaders and design programming in which teens want to take part.
Komives et al. (2009) view role models, a desire to do more, and motivation as key transition
points between Exploration/Engagement (Stage 2) and Leader Identified (Stage 3). When
providing examples of leadership, participants explored how role models and iconic examples
motivated youth to take on leadership roles of their own. Recall that some youth expressed their
want or desire to give back and contribute the same that previous leaders had to younger
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members. These statements provided evidence that some participants had already
developmentally transitioned to Stage 3. In Leader Identified (Stage 3), leadership is still viewed
from a positional and hierarchical standpoint, and leaders are responsible for carrying out tasks
(Komives et al., 2009). Many of the participants’ responses indicated high positional or assigned
views of leadership and saw the leader as the “doer.”
The collaborative perspective ventures into Leadership Differentiated (Stage 4; Komives et al.,
2006). According to the LID model, Stage 4 attributes leadership as a process, recognizing that
leadership can emerge from anyone in the group and not specifically the leader (Komives et al.,
2006). In this stage, individuals begin to express confidence in facilitating a sense of community
throughout the group.
The themes of team-oriented individuals and community contributors included leaders as those
who serve others. Recognizing service as a leadership role was posited in the value of servant
leadership and recognized in Stage 4 of the LID Model, Leadership Differentiated, during
immersion (Komives et al., 2006). In this stage, the leader’s commitment is focused on the group
process, and the role of leadership is less important than the act of service (Komives et al., 2006).
A youth illustrated this perspective when they shared, “I look for someone who is willing to
make sacrifices for the better of the group. They push the group and are dedicated.” The youth
described leadership in a peer role situated within the group. This leader had a role of moving the
group towards high performance and success.
As team-oriented individuals, they understand that leading is not only viewed from an individual
perspective but also from a team-oriented perspective in which leaders should interact with other
members of the group rather than continuously in a facilitation role. Leading becomes a cofacilitated role, which validates Stage 4 Leadership Differentiated characteristics, suggesting that
leaders are emerging and immersing, joining with others in shared tasks (Komives et al., 2005).
In addition, leaders are aware that communal, participatory effort is required for success. Leaders
tend to be inclusive of others, assisting team members with their overall objective of skill
development and goal attainment.
Emphasizing developing positive relationships and exemplifying contribution to community,
leaders are influential and guide with respect for others. The leader essentially becomes an
identified “role model,” suggesting the importance of value among the leader’s actions and role
(Komives et al., 2005). Leaders thrive to enhance the communities, which they represent. They
seek to be inclusive of individual ideas and opinions and to guide a formulated plan in which the
greater good is accomplished. Leaders collectively visualize the bigger picture to conquer the
greater good (Komives et al., 2005). More pivotal, youth view leadership as an actual position
relating that current role to previous experiences. Leaders exemplify respect and responsibility,
which validates the LID model perspective of making meaning and possessing influential
positive characteristics focusing on vision and value.
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It is well established that caring adults in relationships with youth have positive outcomes in the
4-H program (Arnold, 2018). Notably, when identifying examples of leaders, the types of
individual participants recognized as influential and providing the most support for participants
(e.g., Extension 4-H professional) were not as highly mentioned. The caring adults these youth
had the greatest interaction with (e.g., club leaders, parents, and 4-H professionals) were not the
people they held up as exemplars of leadership. Not only have individuals impacted these teen
leaders, but the many experiences and opportunities that they have been provided from
participating in the organization have also provided positive influence. Consequently, prior
leadership experiences lead to more leadership experiences and a better understanding of
themselves as leaders. It remains of interest that as these youth have started to grow in their
understanding of themselves as leaders, they are still not identifying those supporting them (e.g.,
volunteers and club leaders) as leaders.
A limitation is the purposive sampling method selected. We chose research participants due to
their leadership positions in the organization. This purposive sample limits the bounds of
inferences we made to a wider population (Bernard & Ryan, 2010). The study did include 4-H
teen leaders from two different leadership roles, but because of limited sample size and the study
consisting of only one data point, lack of triangulation is a limitation (Breitmayer et al., 1993).
Conclusions and Recommendations
Extension professionals and youth leadership educators alike can gain insight into the stage of
leadership identity in which this population of leaders resides. When designing leadership
training, professionals should provide youth leaders with further opportunities to explore their
leadership identity development and partake in self-reflective processes, which allow teens to
gauge their personal progression. These self-reflections should provide youth with the
opportunity to explore and practice skills with a more relational and group-focused view of
leadership (Komives et al., 2005).
This study also provides insight into 4-H teen leaders’ views on the experiences, examples, and
supporters that contribute to their mentoring mosaics and becoming leaders. The mentoring
mosaic incorporates “a network of secondary mentors that provide strength of weak times, this
can incorporate events, situations, and circumstances of life; books one reads; or crises one face”
(Bey & Holmes, 1992, p. 15). Many influential individuals have had a significant impact on
these teens, which has afforded them the opportunity to gainfully experience leadership entities
from a new perspective. Extension and youth development professionals should encourage youth
to examine a culmination of all experiences and relationships, both natural and planned (Miller,
2002), as mentoring to further their capacity for building a holistic mentoring mosaic.
Not only have individuals impacted these teen leaders, but experiences and opportunities have
also provided positive influences. Teen leaders participating in social/school activities and clubs
are often given the opportunity to plan, organize, make decisions, take responsibility, and
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perform other basic leadership functions, which increases their ability to effectively perform
leadership roles and tasks (Clark & Clark, 1996). These opportunities often lead to the
development of various life skills, including increased communication, conflict management,
decision-making, responsibility, and leadership (Bean et al., 2017). Future research should
explore why youth responded the way they did to achieve more robust results on participants’
views on their mentoring mosaic and leadership journey.
It is important to note that leadership is a developmental process across the lifespan (Komives et
al., 2009). This study does not illuminate when leadership identity starts, but these statewide 4-H
teen leaders recognized that they began to identify their leadership at the club level and before
they decided to take on the next steps of leadership. Extension professionals and volunteers can
help youth start building self-identification with youth as leaders early. The LID model
recognizes that individuals develop their leadership identity.
Due to the age of the population, we did not expect to see the youth much further along in the
LID model. However, it is interesting to note that, although some of the responses by statewide
4-H teen leaders were still focused on characteristics, hierarchical perspectives, and were traitbased, many of the participants spoke of group processes. The focus on the view of a leader
within the team, whether as the trailblazer or equal, demonstrated a focus on trust, collaboration,
and shared goals (Allen & Cherrey, 2000). The model was developed based on college students;
despite the population’s age difference, these teens are moving away from a hierarchical and
leader-centric view towards a more relational and group-focused view, as the LID Model
outlines. It may be a valuable line of research to explore if the 4-H club program models a
mentoring mosaic, which would raise a stronger awareness of a team-based leadership approach
that helps advance the progression into LID.
This study will serve as a starting point for future research on leadership identity development of
youth who participate in organized youth programs. It provides a starting place to consider the
mentoring mosaic that 4-Hers create. However, future research should consider what experiences
and influences teens recognize as a part of their mentoring mosaics. Future research should focus
on youth outside of statewide leadership programs. Additionally, a comparative study of
4-H and non-4-H youth leadership identity is necessary to expose how other organized youth
programs contribute to youth leadership identity development. Additionally, future research
needs to consider triangulating the data to generate more transferable results.
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Although the principles and strategies outlined in Cline and Fay’s (1990)
Parenting with Love and Logic have been the foundation for several parent and
educator training curricula over the last 30 years, there has been a dearth of
empirical research to evaluate these programs (Fay, 2012). Prior research has
documented the impact of cumulative family risk factors on parenting skills and
child outcomes (Repetti et al., 2002, 2012), but few studies have examined the
impact of parenting education courses within unemployed, low-income families.
This study investigates perceived parental efficacy across the four program
domains of connection, autonomy, regulation, and parental stress management
within a sample (n = 267) of unemployed parents from several counties across a
western state. Analyses show consistent retrospective-pre to post improvement
across all four domains. Additionally, reported gains did not vary significantly by
gender, age, ethnicity, education level, prior divorce, or financial strain. Small
group differences were found according to income level, the age of the
participants’ oldest child, and dosage (amount of prior relationship education
exposure as well as the number of class sessions attended). Qualitative results are
included to illustrate further the thoughts and experiences of program
participants.
Keywords: parenting, relationship education, connection, autonomy, regulation,
parental stress, low-income, unemployed
Literature Review
The connection between parenting behaviors and child well-being is well established (e.g.,
Barber et al., 2005; Baumrind, 2013, Darling, 1999). In fact, the strength of the relationship
between parenting and child well-being led to a paradigm shift to parental education as a key
method of improving child behavior (Kaminski et al., 2008). Parent training programs have been
widely accepted as an efficacious means for promoting both parent and child well-being. Metaanalyses examining the efficacy of these programs have found they generally help reduce child
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disruptive behaviors (e.g., Furlong et al., 2012; Litschge et al., 2010; Lundahl et al., 2006) and
have relatively large effect sizes on positive parent-child interactions, emotional communication
skills, and parenting consistency (Kaminski et al., 2008). The overall approach is to alter parents’
behavior by increasing parenting knowledge and skills in order to assist them in fostering the
desired changes in their child(ren)’s behavior (Lundahl et al., 2006).
The Parenting with Love and Logic program (hereafter Love and Logic) was developed by Fay
and Cline in 1977 and focuses on improving parent-child relationships through setting
appropriate limits, encouraging responsibility through choices and consequences, and empathetic
support (Cline & Fay, 2006). Love and Logic has been very popular with twenty-six printings,
translation into eight languages, and is sold worldwide (Cline & Fay, 2006). However, despite its
popularity, there has been a dearth of empirical research evaluating the curriculum. In his 2012
review of the research on the Love and Logic curriculum, Fay cited several unpublished studies
on the effects the program has had on participants, but as of this writing, no published empirical
evaluations of Love and Logic could be found in the literature. The present study seeks to
evaluate the programmatic impact of the Love and Logic curriculum. Given the risks associated
with parenting in low-income contexts (e.g., harsh parenting, adverse child outcomes; Repetti et
al., 2002) and the additional stress of unemployment on parents (Frasquilho et al., 2016), this
mixed-methods study examined possible impacts among a low-income, unemployed population
of parents currently participating in a Department of Workforce Services program using
quantitative, short-answer qualitative, and qualitative focus group data.
Parenting Dimensions
Researchers traditionally take one of two approaches to studying parenting characteristics: the
examination of distinct parenting dimensions or aggregating parenting dimensions into
typologies (Barber, 1997; Barber et al., 2005; Darling, 1993). The dimensional approach
examines discrete parenting skills or characteristics predictive of child or parent outcomes. For
example, Bernier et al. (2010) examined the singular dimension of parenting external regulation
for its effects on child outcomes. The typological approach groups characteristics together to
create categorical parenting styles. This approach has been common since the 1960s and is most
readily visible in Baumrind’s parenting styles (2013). Though both approaches are common, the
dimensional approach has been used regularly in family process research and allows for a more
nuanced inspection of parenting characteristics (Barber et al., 2005). We chose to utilize the
dimensional approach to examine the impact of the Love and Logic program on three parenting
dimensions: connection, autonomy, and regulation.
Three Dimensions of Parenting
The parenting dimensions of connection, autonomy, and regulation have extensive theoretical
and empirical histories. Since the mid-1900s, various forms of parental support and control have
been a primary focus of parenting literature, in part because these themes continue to be
Journal of Human Science and Extension

Volume 10, Number 1, 2022

Parenting Education for Low-Income Job Seekers

3

empirically supported both longitudinally and cross-culturally (Barber et al., 2005). Barber and
Xia (2013) postulated that the essence of both dimensional and typological parenting research
can be encompassed in three components: nurturance, adequate regulation of behavior, and the
absence of intrusive or demeaning behaviors. Encapsulated within these dimensions are
connection (nurturance), autonomy (absence of intrusive behaviors, particularly psychological
control), and regulation (adequate regulation of behavior). Based on this empirical foundation,
we use the dimensions of connection, autonomy, and regulation to examine the relevance of the
Love and Logic program.
Connection
Connection refers to the emotional availability of a caregiver; it reflects the climate of the parentchild relationship (Barber et al., 2005). Related terms include warmth, closeness, responsiveness,
dyadic synchrony, and mutuality (Clark & Ladd, 2000). Connection provides a sense of
belonging and is manifest in interactions that are supportive, consistent, affectionate, and
positive (Barber et al., 2005). This type of parental support has been found to be strongly
correlated to psychosocial competence in children (Barber et al., 2005), while the absence of
connection is associated with poor health and internalizing and externalizing symptoms in
children (Pinquart, 2016, 2017; Repetti et al., 2002).
Parent-child connectedness sets a precedence of positive affectivity that influences children’s
relationships with others, reducing externalizing behaviors (Clark & Ladd, 2000). According to
attachment theory, the parent-child connection creates the “secure base” the child needs to
explore the world in healthy ways (Ainsworth, 1990; Bowlby, 1982). Clark and Ladd (2000)
found children with high parent-child connections experienced higher levels of peer acceptance
and had more mutual and harmonious friendships with peers. Research supports a focus on the
parent-child connection as a point of intervention. A meta-analysis of 128 parenting programs
found two of the four most robust predictors of effect sizes related to better parenting skills and
lower levels of externalizing problems in children were related to enhancing the overall quality
of the parent-child relationship (Kaminski et al., 2008). Connection between parent and child can
be fostered through parental empathy toward their children (Stern et al., 2015). The Love and
Logic program emphasizes building the parent-child connection through teaching empathic skills
to parents (Cline & Fay, 2006).
Autonomy
Autonomy refers to parental support and encouragement of a child’s freedom and agency and has
been shown to enable children in their goals, choices, and sense of volition (Bernier et al., 2010).
By focusing on fostering autonomy in their children, parents demonstrate respect for the child’s
individuality and provide opportunities for them to make their own decisions (Barber et al.,
2005). Autonomy is conceptually related to personal agency, individuation, differentiation,
respect for individuality, and self-competence (Barber et al., 2005; Bernier et al., 2010; Gurdal et
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al., 2015). When autonomy is negated through high coercion, manipulation, and constraint by
parents, internalizing and externalizing problems in children may occur (Repetti et al., 2002;
Pinquart, 2016, 2017), such as depression and antisocial behavior (Barber et al., 2005). In
research, autonomy support can be coded as parental scaffolding, respect for the child’s
individual pacing when completing a task, and validation of the child’s opinions and perspectives
(Bernier et al., 2010; Clark & Ladd, 2000). In the Love and Logic program, parents are taught to
help support autonomy by facilitating opportunities for children to solve their own problems
(Cline & Fay, 2006).
Regulation
Regulation refers to parents setting appropriate limits on their child’s behavior and can include
concepts such as structure, discipline, control, demandingness, authority, and parental
monitoring (Barber & Xia, 2013). Regulation is seen as a dual-sided dimension, as both excess
and deficiency lead to detrimental child outcomes, leading to a nonlinear relationship between
parental regulation and child outcomes (Barber & Xia, 2013). Parental regulation types that are
psychologically controlling are correlated with low self-efficacy and internalizing and
externalizing problems in children (Barber & Xia, 2013; Pinquart, 2016, 2017), while the
absence of parental regulation is linked to a greater likelihood of adolescent promiscuity and
risk-taking (Repetti et al., 2002). Regulation is emphasized in the Love and Logic curricula as
parents are encouraged to set limits and gain control of their children’s behaviors (Cline & Fay,
2006).
While the parenting dimensions of autonomy and regulation are antonymous, they are also
complimentary, as the balance between freedom and constraint is essential in child development.
Baumrind (1968) described the duality within authoritative parents as valuing “both autonomous
self-will and disciplined conformity” (p. 261), and research supports the connection between
healthy parent-child relationships and a healthy balance between providing affection and limits
(Richaud et al., 2013). Children develop individuality through autonomy, while regulation
promotes the development of socially acceptable behaviors (Barber & Xia, 2013; Darling, 1993).
The Love and Logic course teaches parents how to find a balance between autonomy-granting
and regulating behaviors. Specifically, parents are encouraged to allow children to make choices
within appropriate limits.
Parenting in Low-Income Contexts
The present study evaluates the programmatic gains and lived experiences of parents who were
unemployed at the time of their participation in the program to assess what impact, if any,
participation in the Love and Logic course had on their parenting during that period of extreme
poverty.
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Research into socioeconomic status (SES) suggests income may be associated with parenting
quality. Clark and Ladd (2000) found a positive correlation between SES and the parenting
dimensions of connectedness and autonomy support, suggesting that a lack of economic stress
may facilitate these dimensions. Conversely, children in low SES families are more likely to be
exposed to punitive parenting, mistreatment, abuse, or violence (Repetti et al., 2002). In terms of
child outcomes, low income is associated with higher rates of inadequate nutrition, teen
pregnancy, delinquency, and educational struggles (Prince & Howard, 2002). Beyond the
obvious need for resources, families with fewer resources and more stressors may thus have a
relatively higher need for parenting education to help prevent negative child outcomes. In
addressing the challenges of implementing parenting or relationship education courses with lowincome populations, Shirer et al. (2004) noted that the convenience of providing courses in
locations, which also offer employment or training services, may increase participation and buyin among program populations. The current study focuses on such a course, a parenting
education class for those unemployed and taught in partnership with the Department of
Workforce Services, alongside courses in resume building, job searching, and employment
interviewing.
While parenting education is most common among middle-class ethnic majorities (Heinrichs et
al., 2005), there is an equal, if not greater, need for interventions for at-risk families (Repetti et
al., 2002). However, most of the research on parenting interventions within low-income
populations focuses on the spillover effect, where improvements in the parent’s marriage or
relationship quality “spillover” in the form of improvements to parenting quality (Ooms &
Wilson, 2004), and does not address the parenting dimensions outlined above. Consequently, less
is known about the efficacy of parenting education programs in low-income families.
The negative effects of SES on child outcomes may be buffered by effective parenting (Repetti
et al., 2002). In a randomized control trial of the Incredible Years BASIC parent training
program, income level was not a significant moderator of programmatic gains made by children
and parents in the intervention group (McGilloway et al., 2012). It appears the negative child
outcomes related to low SES may be mitigated by the efforts of parents armed with effective
parenting skills. Cross-national effectiveness studies have even suggested the positive results
associated with parenting education may be even stronger for children in low-income contexts
and can improve their outcomes to equal that of their peers (Britto & Engle, 2015; Engle et al.,
2011). In fact, in low-income countries, parenting education is one of the primary intervention
points for promoting child development (Engle et al., 2011). However, inclusion criteria for lowincome intervention studies vary widely from study to study and may include families with an
income double the federal poverty level (Hawkins & Fackrell, 2010), making it difficult to
directly assess the actual programmatic impacts experienced by the most-impoverished families,
like the unemployed participants in this present study.
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Potential Differential Effects
When evaluating a program such as this one, it is important to also look at whether the effects of
the program differ significantly across any demographic groups (Bradford et al., 2015). Although
prior studies have found consistent effect sizes across gender (Hawkins et al., 2008), a recent
study similar to this one found that participant age, race/ethnicity, financial worry, and education
level were not significant predictors of program effects (Bradford et al., 2019). Part of
conducting ethical research is testing whether the program in question impacts any groups
differently, as differential effects may be evidence that a particular group or groups are being
underserved (Bradford et al., 2015). The present study will include analyses to test for possible
differential effects across several demographic variables, such as participant age, race/ethnicity,
gender, education level, divorce status, and household income level, as well as across different
levels of perceived financial strain and parental stress.
Study Purpose and Hypotheses
Research suggests parenting education may have a significant positive effect on parent and child
outcomes (e.g., Berge et al., 2010; Furlong & McGilloway, 2015; Kaminski et al., 2008). More
specifically, higher levels of parental connection, autonomy-granting, and parental regulation
have been consistently correlated to improved child outcomes (Barber & Xia, 2013; Darling,
1999). The Love and Logic program is designed to help parents better understand these three
dimensions and adopt behaviors that support healthy connection, autonomy, and regulation
within the parent-child relationship and reduce overall parental stress (Barber & Xia, 2013).
Research suggests that as parents improve their understanding and applications of these
dimensions, child outcomes will improve (Fay, 2012). However, it is unknown how the stresses
associated with low income and unemployment will impact the perceived effectiveness of
participation in the Love and Logic course. The purpose of this study is to examine the program’s
impact among low-income, unemployed participants. Relative to the quantitative analysis, we
make the following hypotheses:
(H1) Participation in the Parenting with Love and Logic program will improve parental
perceptions of aptitude for connection, autonomy, and regulation while reducing parental
stress within a sample of low-income, unemployed parents.
(H2) Consistent with the findings of Bradford and colleagues (2019), it is anticipated that
the programmatic gains described in H1 will not vary significantly by any demographic
group (i.e., gender, education level, race/ethnicity).
In addition to these hypotheses, we also seek to describe qualitatively the lived experiences of
the participants in the course using a phenomenological lens (Van Manen, 1997).
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Methods
Sample and Procedures
Between August 2013 and May 2014, Utah State University Extension partnered with Utah’s
Department of Workforce Services (DWS) to provide a series of Love and Logic courses each
month to unemployed individuals at nine DWS sites across the state. The courses were included
as part of the DWS Work Success Program, which offers classes and trainings across a variety of
subjects, from employment skills to personal and relationship-management skills. Program
participants consisted of unemployed job-seekers who met the qualifications of current
unemployed status and a household income below the Federal poverty guidelines. The present
study explores the impact of those courses using participant feedback from a mix of
methodologies. This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of the Love and Logic program
within a population of unemployed parents. We seek to enhance the quantitative findings with
qualitative descriptions of participant experiences. Accordingly, quantitative data were gathered
to provide outcome-level insights related to the perceived efficacy of the program, while
qualitative data were used to provide process-level insights through the lived experiences of the
participants. This combination of methodologies is central to a complementarity approach
(Carroll & Rothe, 2010) or convergent parallel design, as described by Creswell and Clark
(2011), wherein researchers treat qualitative and quantitative methods as separate but interrelated
paths toward understanding. Jones et al. (2019) highlight the strength of this mixed-method
approach as it offers a multi-faceted understanding of the experiences of the program
participants.
Program Delivery
The course content was divided into three two-hour sessions, which were taught once a week for
three weeks to accommodate the needs of the DWS sites. The courses were offered free of
charge as part of DWS’s Work Success program. At the conclusion of the third week of training,
voluntary surveys were conducted with both Likert-style quantitative items and several shortanswer qualitative questions. Data collection was conducted with the approval of the university’s
Institutional Review Board.
Quantitative and Short-Answer Qualitative
Survey data was gathered in a retro pre-test, then post-test format. Participants were asked to
complete each question according to their level of perceived parental efficacy both before and
after they participated in the program. Although 896 adults participated in the program, fewer
than 400 (N = 372) completed the survey. While this may appear to be a high percentage of
attrition (41.5%), it reflects the nature of the Work Success program. Many participants did not
attend all sessions, as they found employment, which ended their involvement with Work
Success and the parenting course. As privacy limitations prevented the research team from
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contacting those who left the program, precise numbers of how many participants obtained
employment versus left Work Success for other reasons cannot be determined. However,
anecdotal feedback from program participants, facilitators, and staff indicates that the vast
majority of those who left Work Success did so upon starting a new job. Unfortunately,
demographic information on program participants could only be collected at the end of the
program, meaning there are no data to provide for a comparison between those who left the
program and those who completed the course. As Love and Logic was designed for parents and
caregivers of minor children, the data for this study consisted of only the participants who
identified as parents with minor children in the home (n = 267).
Qualitative Focus Groups
In addition to survey data, an in-depth qualitative evaluation was conducted using focus group
data from one metropolitan and one micropolitan site to discern further information regarding the
processes and impacts of the parenting course. As the program was being taught in both rural and
urban sites across the state, the sites for the focus groups were chosen to be representative of
both micro-and metropolitan sites and for their ease of access by researchers. Researchers
interviewed participants immediately following the final sessions of the course at selected sites.
The focus groups consisted of a semi-structured series of open-ended questions designed to elicit
feedback on the participants’ experiences in applying course content to their parent-child
relationships. Focus group participation was voluntary, and a sack lunch and a $20 gift card were
offered as an incentive for participation. There were 11 total participants (six from the
metropolitan site and five from the micropolitan site) in the Love and Logic focus groups. The
mean annual income for the program participants was less than $25,000, and all participants
were unemployed when they participated in the course. See Table 1 for a full demographic
breakdown of both survey and focus group participants.
Measures
Quantitative Measures
The quantitative measures consisted of items designed to assess parents’ perceived levels of
connection, autonomy, and regulation (Barber et al., 2005) in ways that align with the content of
Love and Logic. A measure of parental stress management was also included as a global measure
of overall perceived parenting stress. Measures were original to this study and constructed to
directly assess the dimensions of connection, autonomy, regulation, and parental stress.
Perceived Connection. This construct was assessed using three items, the latter two of
which were modified from the warmth subscale of the Parenting Styles and Dimensions
Questionnaire (PSDQ; Robinson et al., 2001). Parents were asked how much they agreed with
these statements: “I know how to express empathy even when my kids make poor choices.” “I
know how to respond to my kids’ feelings or needs.” “I know how to comfort and understand my
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kids before enforcing limits.” Participants answered on a five-point Likert-type scale with
responses ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. The items in this scale had good
reliability with retro-pre and post-test alphas of .74 and .78, respectively.
Perceived Autonomy. This construct was assessed using three items. Parents were asked
how much they agreed with these statements: “I know how to let me kids solve their own
problems,” “I know how to allow my kids to learn from their mistakes” (modified from
Robinson et al., 2001), and “I know how to let consequences do the teaching.” Participants
answered on a five-point Likert-type scale with responses ranging from Strongly Disagree to
Strongly Agree. The items in this scale had good reliability with retro-pre and post-test alphas of
.82 and .80, respectively.
Perceived Regulation. This construct was assessed using three original items. Parents
were asked how much they agreed with these statements: “I know how to share control by
allowing my kids choices within limits,” “I know how to set enforceable limits,” and “I know
how to use logical, enforceable consequences in disciplining.” Participants answered on a fivepoint Likert-type scale with responses ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. The
items in this scale had good reliability with retro-pre and post-test alphas of .77 and .82,
respectively.
Perceived Parental Stress Management. This construct was assessed using three items
(see Fay, 2012). Parents were asked how much they agreed with these statements: “I know how
to have fun as a parent.” “I know how to not feel stressed out as a parent.” “I know how to stay
calm when I have to discipline.” Participants answered on a five-point Likert-type scale with
responses ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. The items in this scale had good
reliability with retro-pre and post-test alphas of .75 and .77, respectively.
Qualitative Measures
Two types of qualitative data were used in this study. The short-answer qualitative data came
from two items on the survey administered at the end of the course. In those items, the
participants were asked to identify their biggest parenting concern before they began the course
and the most important concept they learned during the course. Additional qualitative data came
from the focus group interviews. In those sessions, the participants were asked a series of
questions about their experiences both in the course and in applying the course principles in their
parenting.
Data Analysis
Quantitative data were analyzed through a combination of approaches. First, programmatic gains
were assessed through paired-sample t-tests to test for significant differences in perceived
understanding from retro-pretest to post-test. Then, a series of ANOVAs were run to examine
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any variation according to demographic group differences. When between-group differences
were found, Scheffe post hoc tests were used to explore these differences further. The focus
group interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed according to the procedure described
by Bogdan and Biklen (2007) to identify commonalities of experience and opinions. A
phenomenological approach was used to study both written and interview data through the
participants’ lived experiences from their own points of view (Creswell, 2013; Van Manen,
1997). Two researchers independently reviewed and coded the short-answer and focus group
responses, looking for emerging themes within and across each data set. Researchers honed their
coding scheme for the short response data by independently coding a subsample of 60 responses
from the 267 participants and then comparing and collapsing codes until they reached agreement.
They then independently coded the entire data set. Kappa scores ranged from .82 to .97,
indicating strong agreement between the coders (Viera & Garrett, 2005). A similar procedure
was used for the focus group responses. However, since there were 11 total participants in the
focus groups, all responses were coded in the initial phase and then compared and collapsed until
a cohesive set of codes emerged. The final coding scheme was then used independently to recode
the data. The Kappa for the six questions ranged from .80 to .86, again indicating strong
agreement between the two coders.
Results
Demographics
Please see Table 1 for a list of demographics for the survey and focus group participants.
Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Parenting with Love and Logic Course and Focus
Group Participants
N
Gender (% female)
Current Age
M (SD)
Median age
Race (%)
Caucasian
African-American
Hispanic / Latino
Asian-American
Native American
Other
Relationship Status (%)
Married
Single
Dating
Engaged
Previously Divorced (%)
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Survey
267
84.2

Focus Group
11
63.6

31.19 (7.51)
30

47.55 (11.08)
46

69.6
3.9
17.5
.8
3.1
5.1

72.7
0
18.2
0
9.1
0

29.7
51.7
12.4
6.2
38.8

45.5
45.5
9.1
0
80.0

Volume 10, Number 1, 2022

Parenting Education for Low-Income Job Seekers

Highest Grade Completed (%)
Less than high school/ some HS
High school grad/ GED
Some college
College or technical degree
Graduate degree
Number of Minor Children Mean (SD)
Median Number of Minor Children
Annual Household Income Mean (SD)
Median Household Income
Worry Income is Not Enough (%)
Never / hardly ever
Once in a while
Often / almost all the time
Attended Prior Relationship Education (%)
Number of Sessions Attended (%)
1 session
2 sessions
3 sessions

11

Survey

Focus Group

11.0
39.0
22.0
22.8
5.1
2.15 (1.20)
2
$18,882 (21.5K)
$10,000

0
27.3
27.3
45.5
0
2.82 (1.94)
2
$22,500 (23.5K)
$15,000

4.1
16.2
79.7
59.0
36.3
26.3
37.4

Not Collected
Not Collected
10.0
70.0
20.0

Hypothesis 1
Our first hypothesis was that participation in the Parenting with Love and Logic program would
improve parental perceptions of aptitude for connection, autonomy, and regulation and parental
stress within a sample of low-income, unemployed parents.
Main Effects
Posttest and retro-pretest scores for each of the four outcome measures were compared using
simple t-tests. There was a significant gain from retro-pre to posttest scores for connection (t =
-23.44, p < .001), autonomy (t = -25.67, p < .001), regulation (t = -27.26, p < .001), and parental
stress management (t = -20.69, p < .001). This indicates program participants felt they improved
their parenting efficacy across these four parenting domains. Furthermore, participants felt better
able to handle parenting stress due to the Love and Logic course (see Tables 2 and 3 for a full
breakdown of main effects and differential effects).
Hypothesis 2
Our second hypothesis was that the programmatic gains (Hypothesis 1) would not vary
significantly by any demographic group (e.g., gender, age, race/ethnicity, education level, prior
divorce, financial strain, income, age of the oldest child, prior participation in parenting
relationship educations courses, and the number of class sessions attended).
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Differential Effects
We next examined whether the main effects differed significantly across demographic groups. A
series of ANOVA tests using the retro-pre to post-test change scores were run to examine
differences in programmatic impact across several demographic covariates. No significant
differences were found in programmatic gains by gender, age, ethnicity, education level, prior
divorce, or financial strain; therefore, their results were omitted from Tables 2 and 3 due to
length restrictions (full results are available upon request).
There were some small differences when comparing participants from different income levels
(although all participants were unemployed at the time of the program, participants were asked to
report their approximate total household income for the prior year as part of their demographic
data). Participants in the lowest income quartile reported significantly higher mean pre-test
scores on connection, autonomy, and regulation (p = .013, p = .042, and p = .006, respectively)
than their peers in the other three quartiles yet reported significantly lower post-test scores for
connection. Additionally, those in the highest income quartile reported significantly higher mean
post-test scores on autonomy (p = .042) than those in the lower three quartiles.
Retro-pretest scores for connection, autonomy, and regulation reported the smallest gains for
participants in the lowest income quartile. Limitations in the scope of the financial data available
prevented further investigation of the differences between income groups.
There was a small differential effect of parental stress management based on the age of the
participants’ oldest child. Participants whose oldest child was in the preschool range (newborn to
4-years-old) reported significantly higher levels of stress management skills (p = .016) on the
retro-pretest versus those whose oldest child was in the elementary or adolescent range.
After completing the course, parents of elementary and adolescent-aged children reported lower
initial skills in managing parenting stress than participants whose oldest child was in the
preschool range. Concepts introduced in the Love and Logic course, such as remaining calm
while disciplining, fostering child autonomy, and regulating behavior, are skills that may be
more salient for parenting older children. This may have influenced how parents of older
children viewed their parenting skills prior to the course.
Finally, there were some additional small group differences related to dosage effects. Here,
dosage refers to the amount of prior relationship education and the number of class sessions the
participants attended. Specifically, those who had not participated in a prior relationship
education course reported significantly lower rates of connection (p = .046) than participants
with “some” or “a lot” of prior experience. Also, participants who attended all three course
sessions reported significantly higher gains from retro-pre to post in autonomy and parental
stress management (p = .035, and p = .003, respectively) than those who only attended one or
two of the three sessions.
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Table 2. Differences in Perceived Level of Parental Efficacy across Parenting Domains (Connection and Autonomy)
Perceived Level of
Connection
RetroPre-Test
Mean
(SD)
3.30 (.79)

Post-Test
Mean
(SD)

df

Autonomy
t

p

RetroPre-Test
Mean
(SD)
2.91 (.86)

Post-Test
Mean
(SD)

df

t

p

Main Effects
4.55 (.48) 249 -23.44 .000***
4.47 (.52) 230 -25.67 .000***
Variables
df
F
p
df
F
p
Income
1st quartile
3.49 (.80)a 4.42 (.57)b
3
3.699
.013*
3.10 (.94)a 4.41 (.54)b
3
2.778
.042*
2nd quartile
3.26 (.86)c 4.60 (.45)d
2.93 (.78)c 4.45 (.54)b
3rd quartile
3.23 (.82)c 4.52 (.48)d
2.86 (.93)c 4.46 (.52)b
c
d
th
4 quartile
3.21 (.67) 4.60 (.42)
2.80 (.77)c 4.54 (.46)d
Prior Relationship Ed.
None
3.08 (.79)a 4.49 (.51)b
2
3.108
.046*
2.76 (.79) 4.43 (.54)
2
1.938
.146
c
b
Some
3.40 (.74) 4.56 (.46)
2.95 (.89) 4.47 (.52)
A lot
3.68 (.81)c 4.68 (.42)b
3.40 (.83) 4.61 (.41)
Course Attendance
1
.528
.468
1
4.482
.035*
Partial
3.28 (.81) 4.52 (.48)
2.94 (.88) 4.42 (.54)
Full
3.27 (.72) 4.58 (.48)
2.80 (.83) 4.55 (.44)
Oldest Child Age Group
Preschool (0-4)
3.33 (.71) 4.52 (.45)
2
2.61
.771
3.02 (.72)a 4.42 (.53)b
2
2.418
.091†
c
b
Elementary (5-11)
3.27 (.85) 4.54 (.49)
2.82 (.90) 4.47 (.50)
Adolescent (12-17)
3.29 (.77) 4.56 (.51)
2.89 (.95)c 4.50 (.53)b
Note. Superscripts indicate Scheffe post hoc analyses examining between-group differences at each time point (i.e., perceived level of connection
for first income quartile significantly higher than other quartiles at retro-pretest and lower than other quartiles at post-test).
† p<.10, * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001
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Table 3. Differences in Perceived Level of Parental Efficacy across Parenting Domains (Regulation and Parental Stress
Management)
Perceived Level of
Regulation

Main Effects
Variables
Income
1st quartile
2nd quartile
3rd quartile
4th quartile

RetroPre-Test
Mean
(SD)
3.05 (.82)
3.33 (.79)a
2.94 (.82)c
2.93 (.87)c
3.03 (.71)c

Post-Test
Mean
(SD)

df

t

p

4.55 (.51)

244
df

-27.26
F

.000***
p

4.48 (.50)b
4.52 (.55)b
4.55 (.53)b
4.60 (.44)b

3

4.271

.006**

Parental Stress Management Skills
RetroPost-Test
Pre-Test
Mean
df
t
p
Mean
(SD)
(SD)
3.09 (.91) 4.36 (.61) 240 -20.69 .000***
df
F
p
3.17
(1.05)
3.17 (.81)
2.91 (.99)
3.06 (.73)

4.31 (.63)
4.37 (.56)
4.33 (.66)
4.31 (.62)

3

1.508

.213

Prior Relationship Ed.
None
2.88 (.84) 4.48 (.55)
2
1.793
.169
2.96 (.96) 4.33 (.57)
2
.899
.408
Some
3.18 (.85) 4.38 (.65)
3.11 (.78) 4.59 (.48)
A lot
3.44 (.79) 4.67 (.38)
3.17 (.94) 4.29 (.55)
Course Attendance
Partial
3.06 (.81) 4.53 (.49)
1
1.895
.170
3.17 (.92) 4.32 (.65)
1
8.731
.003**
Full
2.97 (.80) 4.59 (.50)
2.93 (.89) 4.42 (.52)
Oldest Child Age Group
Preschool (0-4)
3.07 (.67) 4.52 (.49)
2
.769
.464
3.36 (.76)a 4.40 (.61)b
2
4.220
.016*
Elementary (5-11)
2.96 (.85) 4.55 (.50)
2.96 (.94)c 4.37 (.55)b
Adolescent (12-17)
3.13 (.92) 4.57 (.53)
2.96 (.96)c 4.27 (.68)b
Note. Superscripts indicate Scheffe post hoc analyses examining between-group differences at each time point (i.e., perceived level of regulation
for first income quartile significantly higher than other quartiles at retro-pretest but not significantly different from other quartiles at post-test).
† p<.10, * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001
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Qualitative Findings
In addition to the two previous hypotheses, researchers also sought process-related insights by
examining and qualitatively describing the lived experiences of the participants in the course
using a phenomenological lens (Creswell, 2013) to analyze two different types of qualitative
data.
The qualitative findings are grouped according to the short-response questions, and emergent
themes within each group are shown below alongside illustrative example responses from the
short-answer and focus group participants.
Biggest Parenting Problem or Concern
Participants were asked to identify their biggest parenting problem or concern before the Love
and Logic course. While there was a wide variety of responses, a few key themes emerged from
their comments. The vast majority expressed a desire to learn how to help their children by
encouraging responsibility, using correct discipline, setting limits, and using appropriate
consequences as represented by the following quotes:
•
•
•
•
•

“[I want to know] How to help my kids to make better decisions in their life. To help
them to be good citizens.”
“[I want to know] How to raise a responsible, respectable child.”
“[I want to know how to] get [my children] to understand what they did wrong and
learn from it.”
“[I want to know] How to set limits and enforce them. I struggle with making threats
and giving too many warnings.”
“[I want to know] How to enjoy the parenting journey and help my daughter be the
best she can be.”

Another common theme was participants’ concerns that they lacked the parenting skills needed
to be effective parents, and they hoped the course would help them increase those skills:
•
•
•
•
•

“[I want to know] If I’m doing good enough. Do I really know what I’m doing and
what’s going to happen if I mess up?”
“Learning to parent without always being the bad guy, learning not to yell.”
“[I want to know] How to discipline my first child when acting out, without getting
upset, overwhelmed.”
“[I] Just want to do right by my kids.”
“[I want to know] How to make quick parenting decisions under multiple stressful
situations and how to teach them while staying calm.
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These sentiments were echoed in the focus group responses when participants were asked why
they chose to attend the course. Most respondents reported attending the course because they
wanted to learn how to be better parents and build stronger relationships with their children:
•
•

“[I want to know] how to be a better parent. I just want to be a good mother… and
just want to know that I am doing my job well.”
“[I wanted to learn] how to handle my children. Instead of getting angry and yelling.”

After the participants identified their biggest parenting problem or concern, they were asked to
what extent the program helped them with that problem or concern. We include that quantitative
finding here as it is directly related to the qualitative results above. On a 4-point scale from 1
(None) to 4 (A lot), the mean response was 3.58 (SD = .681), indicating a high level of program
relevance and helpfulness with the problems and concerns most salient to our participants.
Most Important Parenting Concepts
Participants were asked to identify what they believed was the most important concept they
learned in the Love and Logic course. Primarily, participants felt they learned to enact positive
parental attributes, like patience, communication, and empathy:
•
•
•

“I learned how to be empathetic and loving at the same time as allowing [my
children] to learn.”
“[I learned to] let [my] child feel loved accepted unconditionally and feel valued in
[our] family by making daily responsible contributions.”
“[I learned] to approach issues with empathy and let children problem solve
themselves.”

Second to those attributes, participants identified building autonomy and independence in their
children as the most important concept they learned through the course:
•
•
•

“[I learned] the importance of stepping back and letting kids make decisions for
themselves and experiencing success/failure.”
“[I learned] that I don’t have to know the answer right away, that I can let my
children grow and develop through helping them make choices.”
“[I learned to] allow them to take responsibility for their own actions instead of them
relying on [me] to always take care of it for them.”

The focus group was asked a question about changes they had seen in their parenting while
taking the course, with results complementing the findings above. Despite the relatively short
course duration (only three weeks from first to last session), respondents reported having already
seen signs of improvement in the skills they felt were most important:
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“[Because of the course] I am more patient with my son, I think. And I understand
him a lot better and he actually listens to me now when I call him to do something.”
“[Because of the course] my daughter is being more independent, like doing things on
her own and going and helping around the household a bit.”
“I believe with the tools that this program offers, the child is going to grow up better,
more responsible in making their own choices. And I think, on the other side of it, the
parent is going to be more calm, and there is going to be a greater communication
between the parent and child, with these tools. Which in the outcome, produces a
better relationship between the parent and child. Where, they become better
individuals, but they also become a more united family.”

Confidence in Continued Improvement
In addition to noting changes in their parenting that had already taken place, focus group
participants also expressed an expectation of improved confidence, trust, and communication
within their relationships with their children as a result of the skills they learned in Love and
Logic:
•

•

“[I expect] to communicate with my son better so that when he gets older he won’t be
afraid to come to me and say ‘mom, this is what happened today’ and this course has
helped with that.”
“[I now feel confident] letting them make choices for themselves, that’s a relief for
me, knowing that I can do that now, and that it’s ok to do it and that there’s a good
way of doing it.”

Complementarity of Results and Discussion
Despite the long history of the Love and Logic program, this study is among the first to evaluate
the program’s impact (Fay, 2012). Consistent with hypothesis 1, quantitative data showed
significant post-test improvement in participants’ perceived connection, autonomy, regulation,
and parental stress management. Furthermore, consistent with hypothesis 2, the improvements in
those areas experienced by the participants did not significantly vary across a number of
demographic variables. The results suggest this sample of low-income parents (median annual
income: $10,000–$15,000) were able to make significant gains in their reported parenting
efficacy through participation in Love and Logic. This is significant as past research suggested
income may facilitate the parenting dimensions of connection and autonomy by removing
socioeconomic stressors, which may reduce parent-child interactions (Clark & Ladd, 2000).
These results further suggest the applicability of including Love and Logic in a location offering
employment or training services to a low-income population (i.e., Department of Workforce
Services), supporting the work of Shirer and colleagues (2004).
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In terms of complementarity of the findings, perhaps the most striking feature is what the
qualitative data underscore. Prior to the program, parents’ concerns seemed to focus largely on
worries about regulation and setting limits (e.g., teaching responsibility, correcting behavior) and
concerns about themselves as parents (e.g., being good enough, not getting angry). After the
program, in contrast, the focus seemed to be first on connection and secondarily on autonomy.
Parents emphasized they had learned how to be empathic, accepting, communicative, and
focused on the parent-child relationship. In terms of autonomy, they noted they learned to be
more patient, to facilitate child responsibility, and to allow their children to make and learn from
their own choices.
Limitations
This study used a retro-pretest then post-test design rather than a pretest-posttest method. Some
scholars have shown that retrospective designs are susceptible to biases like faulty recall and
cognitive distortion (Hill & Betz, 2005). However, other scholars have shown empirically that
true pre-test ratings are susceptible to response shift bias (where participants overestimate their
pre-test knowledge); in these cases, program impact is underestimated (Bradford et al., 2016).
Thus, a retro-pretest then post-test design can serve as a protection against response-shift bias in
data collection (Rohs, 1999). Other important limitations include the lack of a control or
comparison group and the study’s cross-sectional design. Finally, the high rate of attrition in the
participants is also a limitation. While having over 41% of the participants depart the program
may not be ideal for program evaluation purposes, it is important to remember that in most cases,
participants dropped out of the Work Success program due to securing employment. Although
this may stand as a testament to the Work Success program’s efficacy in helping the unemployed
reenter the workforce, it does not create an ideal situation for program-evaluation research.
Unfortunately, high attrition may be a practical reality of implementing parenting courses
through the Department of Workforce Services, where participants are actively trying to get out
of the program by securing employment. These real-world limitations may be part of offering
relationship education through partner organizations. Future studies with unemployed
populations may address these limitations through single-day courses designed to maximize
retention, control/comparison group designs, the use of longitudinal data, and the incorporation
of data outside of self-report measures (observational data or spouse/children surveys).
Conclusion and Implications
These findings from unemployed participants in the Love and Logic course offer a number of
insights for parenting educators and researchers. Although the findings should be interpreted
with caution, the results show that financial challenges did not present a barrier to parenting skill
improvement. Thus, the findings suggest that professionals may offer such programing to
socioeconomically diverse participants without fear of a disparity in program impact. The results
suggest the effectiveness of parenting education among participants in low-income brackets.
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Finally, this collaboration between Extension professionals and the Department of Workforce
Services demonstrates the possibilities and benefits of Extension partnering with existing
agencies to deliver programming to vulnerable populations. Such partnerships allow the
accessibility of programs to participants who may otherwise not be served.
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Farm to Early Care and Education (Farm to ECE) initiatives generate similar
benefits as Farm to School programs. However, there is a lack of research about
local food procurement in Farm to ECE programs. We provide a descriptive
evaluation of how 12 child care centers that participated in a Farm to ECE
program procured local food. We found that centers purchased low volumes at
the beginning of the program, creating challenges for establishing viable
relationships with local food suppliers. Centers employed strategies such as
building relationships with distributors and retailers, picking up local food, and
aggregating demand with other centers and families to create successful
programs.
Keywords: Farm to early care, farm to school, child care, local food procurement,
collaborative learning
Introduction
Farm to Early Care and Education (Farm to ECE) initiatives are designed to connect child care
providers (including family child care homes and public, private, and state-funded centers) with
sources of local food to integrate into meals and snacks while simultaneously providing
education around food production and preparation (Hoffman et al., 2017). Educational program
components often include experiential learning such as gardening and sampling recipes of local
food products. In these ways, Farm to ECE mirrors Farm to School programs.
While Farm to School programs originated in the mid-1990s, Farm to ECE programs became
more widely adopted in the 2010s. Thus, less research is available about Farm to ECE programs.
While multiple studies document the benefits of Farm to ECE programming for children’s health
and education (Carroll et al., 2011; Farfan-Ramirez et al., 2011; Hoffman et al., 2012, 2017;
Izumi et al., 2015; Meinen et al., 2012; Sharma et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2014), less is known
about their local food procurement practices (Harper & Matts, 2017; Rutz et al., 2018). Farm to
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ECE programs differ in important ways from K-12 Farm to School programs in this regard. One
critical difference is that Farm to ECE programs tend to purchase smaller quantities of food
because of smaller serving sizes and lower student enrollment. Lower volume requirements can
benefit Farm to ECE sites by giving them more flexibility to purchase from smaller food retailers
such as supermarkets and farmers’ markets (Hoffman et al., 2017; Otten et al., 2017). But, this
smaller volume of purchases can also be a barrier. The relatively small value of purchases makes
it more difficult for farmers and other potential suppliers to justify delivery expenses, making
child care centers less appealing buyers (Hoffman et al., 2017; Otten et al., 2017).
Relatively little information is available concerning Farm to ECE procurement practices.
Research is needed to better understand the approaches currently being used by Farm to ECE
programs to procure local food, the benefits and challenges of these strategies, and what factors
lead to successful local food supplier-ECE relationships. This study provides a descriptive
program evaluation examining local food procurement practices used by centers in a Farm to
ECE program in North Carolina (NC). This analysis evaluates interview and local food purchase
information collected from 12 privately-owned child care centers participating in a Farm to ECE
program. We identify challenges faced by child care centers in sourcing local food and the
strategies centers have used to overcome procurement barriers. Finally, we provide suggestions
to help those working to support Farm to ECE programs to enhance the efficiency and
effectiveness of local food procurement by child care centers. The findings of this study will be
of practical use to child care center managers who would like to start or more fully engage with
Farm to ECE programs, and individuals and organizations who wish to support these efforts.
Background
Farm to School programs have grown in popularity in the thirty years since their inception.
According to the most recent U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food and Nutrition
Service Farm to School Census, these programs reached approximately 23.6 million students in
42% of U.S. school districts in 2015. Among respondent school districts who participated in
Farm to School activities, 77% reported serving local food 1 in their cafeteria (USDA Food and
Nutrition Service, 2015). Fewer data are available concerning the extent of Farm to ECE
implementation (Hoffman et al., 2017; Stephens & Oberholtzer, 2018). Findings from the
USDA’s Farm to School Census indicated that of the 18,104 school districts that responded to
the survey, 32% (5,793) organized Farm to School activities with preschool-age children in
2013-2014 (USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2015). In the most recent National Farm to
The term “local” has no universally accepted definition. USDA has adopted the definition of “local” included in
the 2008 Farm Bill, specifically as food grown within the same state, or within 400 miles (Food, Conservation, and
Energy Act of 2008, Pub. L. 110-246, 122 Stat. 1929). Individual organizations that participate in federal programs
using fresh farm products can adopt their own definition of local so long as it does not exceed the 400-mile radius. It
is common for studies on this topic to allow participants to share their own definition, as was done in the 2015
USDA Farm to School Census and the 2018 National Farm to Early Care and Education Survey (Shedd et al., 2018;
USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2015).
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School Network survey (conducted with 2,030 Farm to ECE sites in 2018), 49% of sites (n =
996) indicated they were involved with some type of Farm to ECE activity (Shedd et al., 2018).
Studies show similarities in the overall benefits of Farm to School and Farm to ECE programs
related to children’s food preferences and health outcomes, providers’ motivations for
participation, and farmers’ motivations and profitability. Studies of both programs find that the
exposure to fresh produce provided by these programs contributes to children’s greater
willingness to try, like, and consume more fruits and vegetables, which corresponds to health
benefits (Birch et al., 1987; Carroll et al., 2011; Evans et al., 2012; Farfan-Ramirez et al., 2011;
Hermann et al., 2006; Hoffman et al., 2012, 2017; Hollar et al., 2010; Izumi et al., 2015; Koch et
al., 2017; Kropp et al., 2018; Langellotto & Gupta, 2012; Lineberger & Zajicek, 2000; Meinen et
al., 2012; Sharma et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2014). One study of an urban Head Start 2
program found that meals served as part of a farm to preschool effort were more nutritious than
those usually served (Gibson et al., 2014; Stephens & Oberholtzer, 2018). In addition, qualitative
research suggests that Farm to ECE providers value beneficial outcomes for both children and
local farmers (Rutz et al., 2018). These findings are consistent with the National Farm to School
Network’s 2018 survey, which indicated that Farm to ECE providers ranked “teaching children
where food comes from,” “providing experiential learning opportunities,” and “supporting local
farmers” among key motivations for participating in these programs (95.5%, 95.1%, 89.7%,
respectively; Shedd et al., 2018). These findings are also consistent with results concerning food
service professionals’ motivations for participation in Farm to School programs (Izumi, Alaimo,
et al., 2010). Finally, findings of the scant research exploring farmer participation in Farm to
ECE programs (Rutz et al., 2018) echo those of farmers’ experiences in Farm to School
programs. Specifically, because child care centers offer a small and minimally profitable market,
farmers are primarily motivated to participate in Farm to ECE programs due to their social
values (Becot et al., 2017; Conner et al., 2012; Izumi, Wright, et al., 2010; Thornburg, 2014).
While there are some similarities in food procurement strategies used by ECE sites and K-12
school systems, critical differences between them point to the need for additional research in this
area (Rutz et al., 2018). Primary among these are lower volume requirements for local food at
ECE sites due to lower enrollment and smaller portion sizes. For example, the vegetable serving
sizes for meals for children five years and under in the Child and Adult Care Food Program
(CACFP) 3 are so small that they are measured in either ¼ or ⅛ cup, while for snacks, they can
Head Start programs are federally funded, public preschools that serve children from low-income families.
Operated out of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, they are administered at the state level. For
more information, see https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohs/about/history-of-head-start.
3
The Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) is a federally funded program administered through the USDA
Food and Nutrition Service. It provides reimbursements for meals and snacks for qualifying children and adults in
child care centers, day care homes, adult day care centers, afterschool care programs, and children residing in
emergency shelters. Similar to the National School Lunch Program that provides reimbursements and guidelines for
K-12 school districts, CACFP includes a set of guidelines for nutrition standards, as well as procurement
regulations. For more information, see https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp/child-and-adult-care-food-program.
2
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increase to ½ cup (USDA Food and Nutrition Service, n.d.). By comparison, the daily serving
sizes for lunches in the National School Lunch Program are ¾ cup of vegetables for K-8, and one
cup for grades 9-12 (USDA Food and Nutrition Service, 2019). In terms of enrollment, more
than 50% of K-12 districts have more than 1,000 children enrolled, while the child care centers
in our study had an average of 60 students (Aritomi & Coopersmith, 2009). Most ECE programs
also lack a coordinated, centralized food procurement system that is typical of many K-12
programs. Therefore, ECE programs generally purchase significantly smaller volumes of food
and contribute to challenges potential suppliers face in offering delivery services.
The smaller volume requirements of ECE programs may offer increased supplier flexibility.
Through the National School Lunch Program (for K-12 schools) and CACFP (for child care
centers), public K-12 schools and private and public child care centers can participate in federal
nutrition programs that reimburse the cost of providing meals to qualifying students (Harper &
Matts, 2017). 4 Due to the small volume of their purchases, ECE sites generally fall far below the
lowest purchasing threshold, which allows them the flexibility to purchase products from
vendors without soliciting bids. On the other hand, school systems often consolidate purchasing
for an entire district, increasing the amount they spend and forcing them to request bids to find
the lowest cost vendor. As a result, it is not unusual for ECE providers to purchase food at
supermarkets or big box stores (Hoffman et al., 2017; Otten et al., 2017). If they wish to use
local foods, it is relatively easy to purchase them from farmers’ markets and farm stands while
still receiving CACFP reimbursements.
Despite these differences, ECE and K-12 schools face many of the same barriers in using local
foods, such as lacking appropriate storage and processing capacity to prepare fresh foods (Otten
et al., 2017). In addition, the seasonality in farm product availability relative to the time of year
when schools are in session is also a challenge (Otten et al., 2017; Shedd et al., 2018). Notably,
however, this is less of a challenge for Farm to ECE than K-12 programs, which, with the
exception of Head Start programs, may operate year-round and can thus purchase locallysourced products whenever they are in season (Hoffman et al., 2017). Both Farm to School and
Farm to ECE also often report challenges due to policies and regulations regarding local food
procurement. In the case of Farm to ECE programs, compliance with the CACFP is perceived as
a procurement barrier that makes these sites hesitant to purchase locally-sourced food (Otten et
al., 2017; Shedd et al., 2018).

These programs require that single purchases above $250,000 go through a competitive bid process, with buyers
selecting the lowest-cost bid. For single purchases less than $10,000, an ECE or school can simply find a vendor and
purchase the product. For single purchases between $10,000 and $250,000, facilities are permitted to use an
informal method to solicit and compare vendor prices. The USDA increased the federal micro-purchase limit from
$3,500 to $10,000, and the simplified acquisition threshold from $150,000 to $250,000, effective as of October 30,
2019. For more information, see https://www.fns.usda.gov/cn/federal-micro-purchase-and-simplified-acquisitionthresholds.
4
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Research on Farm to ECE indicates a need to better understand the strategies that child care
centers use to take advantage of opportunities and overcome perceived barriers to using local
food. In their review of farm to preschool research from 1994-2015, Hoffman et al. (2017)
reported that the majority of research on this topic has focused on children’s educational
activities about local food and the food system. Among their conclusions, they note, “[g]iven that
a primary purpose of the farm to preschool movement is to connect local food producers with
early care and education settings, additional research focused on interventions that include
partnerships with local food producers is warranted” (Hoffman et al., 2017, p. 458). The 2018
National Farm to School Network Survey (Shedd et al., 2018) identified procurement,
specifically the “reliability of local food supply” (26.9%), “finding suppliers/farmers to provide
local food” (26.7%), and “knowing how to order local items” (24.4%) among the top five
challenges facing Farm to ECE providers. Shedd et al. (2018) suggested that technical assistance
providers can assist ECE providers to “navigate processes for procuring and ordering local
foods” (p. 29). To help address these challenges and respond to the call to assist ECE programs
with logistics of local food procurement, we need to improve our understanding of approaches
that can contribute to successful local food relationships between ECE programs and vendors.
Study Context
This study evaluates a Farm to ECE program funded by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation and led by
the Center for Environmental Farming Systems (CEFS) 5 in North Carolina in 2016-2017. As part
of this program, CEFS and multiple statewide partners used a Breakthrough Collaborative Series
strategy to provide ECE sites with technical assistance while fostering a community of practice
that promoted joint learning and sharing (American Diabetes Association, 2004). Organizers
initiated the project with invitations to county-based Smart Start Partnership for Children 6
organizations to apply for participation in the Farm to ECE program. Applicant organizations
were required to partner with a child care center that had previously participated in a program
focused on capacity building around nutrition and physical activity (Smart Start, n.d.) and to
develop multi-stakeholder teams to support the center in Farm to ECE efforts. Invitations were
sent to 11 Smart Start Partnerships for Children representing 18 counties to apply to participate
in the statewide Farm to ECE program. Teams from nine counties, including 13 child care
centers 7 and 75 participants, were selected to participate in three day-long learning sessions
between April and October of 2017. During these sessions, teams received technical assistance
The Center for Environmental Farming Systems (CEFS) is a partnership among NC State University, NC A&T
State University, and the NC Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services. CEFS develops and promotes just
and equitable food and farming systems that conserve natural resources, strengthen communities, improve health
outcomes, and provide economic opportunities in North Carolina and beyond. For more information, please visit
https://cefs.ncsu.edu/.
6
Smart Start Partnership for Children is a public/private partnership that works at the state level as well as through
county offices to provide technical assistance to child care centers in order to improve the quality of early childhood
education. See https://www.smartstart.org/ for more details.
7
Twelve of the 13 center directors who participated in the program were interviewed as part of the evaluation
described here; despite multiple attempts, we were unable to contact the remaining center director.
5
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from state partners and shared and learned from other participants. The technical assistance was
provided by a state team that provided general information about Farm to ECE, including local
food procurement strategies. For example, county teams were informed about different
procurement options and provided information about issues such as food safety and CACFP
local food purchasing guidelines. The content of this technical assistance was derived from
previous research and the team’s experiences implementing Farm to ECE programs in urban
areas (Rutz et al., 2018). However, recognizing that local food options often vary by region and
between urban and rural areas, centers were encouraged to connect with local partners to
determine how to best implement procurement strategies. Importantly, centers were encouraged
to determine a definition of “local” that most resonated with the agricultural context of their
county and the expectations of the communities and families they served.
CEFS also worked with the University of North Carolina’s Go NAPSACC 8 team to create a
module in their child care environmental assessment framework regarding local food
procurement. Go NAPSACC defines local food as food grown in child care gardens, within the
state, or in a neighboring state if a center is near the state border. The Farm to ECE Go
NAPSACC best practices module helped teams set goals for local food procurement, including
increasing the variety of local food products they procured, increasing the number of times these
foods were offered as part of meals or snacks, and communicating about local food procurement
to parents and their community. Finally, funding in the form of a $600 “mini-grant” was offered
to each center to support their Farm to ECE programming. Four centers reported using some of
this funding to subsidize their local food purchases.
Methods
Our team conducted an evaluation of the local food procurement practices of 12 child care
centers involved in the NC Farm to ECE program. None of the child care centers in this project
were affiliated with public school systems, Head Start programs, or centers based in family
homes; rather, all were independently owned and operated facilities. Twelve among the 13
participating centers (92.3%) opted to be included in this study. Table 1 summarizes the key
characteristics of the 12 centers participating in this evaluation. These centers are categorized
based on their size: small centers are defined as those which serve less than 40 children,
medium-sized centers serve 41-80 children, and large centers serve more than 80 children. This
research was conducted under North Carolina State University’s IRB # 11820.

8
Go NAPSACC is a designated evidence-based program by the Center for Excellence in Training and Research
Translation that was developed by researchers at the University of North Carolina. It describes a set of best-practices
to improve the quality of early childhood education, including self-assessment tools, action planning guides, and
educational resources. This program is used by child care centers and technical assistance providers nationally, and a
Farm to ECE best practices module was created to guide and promote Farm to ECE activities as part of this project.
For more information see: https://gonapsacc.org/.
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Table 1. Center and Produce Procurement Characteristics of Participating Child Care Centers
Child Care
Center

County
[Redacted]

Center Sizea

Center
Settingb

Primary Source
of Produce

Source(s) of
Local Produce
Distributor,
Donation,
Farmers’ Market

CCC1

County 1

Medium

Rural

Caterer

CCC2

County 2

Small

Rural

Retailer

N/A

CCC3

County 3

Medium

Urban

Retailer; Caterer

Farmers’ Market,
Donation

CCC4

County 4

Large

Rural

Distributor;
Retailer

N/A

CCC5

County 5

Large

Urban

Retailer

Produce
Aggregator

CCC6

County 6

Small

Regional
City/Suburban

Retailer

Food Hub,
Farmers’ Market

CCC7

County 7

Small

Rural

Retailer;
Distributor

Pop-up Market

CCC8

County 7

Large

Rural

Retailer;
Distributor

Pop-up Market

CCC9

County 7

Medium

Rural

Distributor;
Retailer

Pop-up Market

CCC10

County 8

Medium

Rural

Retailer

CSA

CCC11

County 8

Medium

Rural

Retailer;
Distributor

CSA

CCC12

County 9

Medium

Rural

Retailer

Donations,
Pop-up Market

Notes.
a
Size categories: Small = 1-40 children; Medium = 41-80 children; Large = 81-120 children
b
Based on the NC Rural Center’s classification, which uses 2014 US Census Population estimates to
calculate average population density by county; Rural = 250 people per square mile (or less); Regional
City and Suburban = between 250 and 750 people per square mile; Urban = more than 750 people per
square mile (NC Rural Center, n.d.).

Data Collection and Analysis
Two complementary approaches were used to track and evaluate local food procurement by child
care centers. First, centers used a tracking log to record local food purchases. Date, source of
product, what product was purchased, and volume and cost were recorded. Logs were collected,
and data were entered and compiled every month from May to September 2017. Individual sites,
however, only recorded transaction data during this period when they were purchasing local
foods. On average, centers collected consecutive transaction data for 2.03 months, given the
start-up time and procurement challenges. Second, in spring 2018, we conducted semi-structured
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interviews with center directors to capture their experiences procuring local food and perceptions
of the approaches used and to identify strategies to address any procurement challenges. The
recorded interviews lasted one hour on average and were later transcribed verbatim.
A codebook was developed cooperatively by the researchers to facilitate analysis of the
transcribed interviews. We began with a priori coding, in which researchers used previous
research, work experience in this setting, particular questions asked during the interview, and
existing literature on the topic to deductively develop a set of themes related to the research
study (Gibbs, 2007). The a priori code list served as a sensitizing framework that allowed
researchers to then use open coding in a process of inductive code development, wherein the
sensitizing concepts “help the researcher to be receptive to and explicit about acknowledged but
subtle concepts” (Silver & Lewins, 2014, p. 615). Four co-authors participated in the code
development process by creating a codebook that consisted of a priori codes and codes that were
developed upon review of all transcripts. This coding team used the draft codebook to code one
transcript, then met to compare their coding, review the proposed codes, and make revisions and
clarifications. One co-author then used this final codebook to code the transcripts, guided by
Saldaña’s (2013) coding manual and using NVivo 11, qualitative data analysis software.
The coder used evaluation coding (Saldaña, 2013) to focus on particular topics relevant to the
Farm to ECE program. Evaluation codes “assign judgments about the merit, worth, or
significance of programs or policy” and are appropriate to use for this evaluation study since
they reflect the type of questions that participants were asked (Saldaña, 2013, p. 119). For
example, a code about any previous programming implemented at the centers was developed
based on the question, “Were you already participating in some Farm to ECE activities before
you started the Farm to ECE project, i.e., purchasing local foods, gardening, educational
activities?” Another code, “challenges and barriers,” described the obstacles child care providers
faced in implementing local food procurement. The co-author responsible for coding met
regularly with the co-authors at bi-weekly meetings to review any questions or modifications to
the codebook that arose during the coding process to mitigate bias.
Once coding was complete, the coder performed a thematic analysis through a retrieval process
to examine all of the text from multiple transcripts grouped under one code (Gibbs, 2007). The
analysis looked for patterns in the retrieved text and looked for relationships between these
patterns and characteristics of the respondents (e.g., size of the child care center, distribution
method; Gibbs, 2007). The coder then summarized these themes and patterns under different
categories, including definitions of local food, various distribution methods, and unanticipated
themes, such as the role of donations by farmers. This summary included participant perceptions
for each category and example quotes that were organized by center size. The co-authors used
this coding summary to analyze the findings in the context of their experiences with Farm to
ECE programming and the extant literature, resulting in the subsequent report of findings,
discussion, and practice-based recommendations.
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Results
We collected baseline data from nine centers enrolled in the program (three centers joined the
program after baseline data had been collected). These data indicated that six centers had
previously purchased some food locally, primarily from farm stands and farmers’ markets. By
the end of the program, ten of the 12 centers reported sourcing local food from multiple venues,
including market middlemen such as broadline distributors, retailers, and food hubs, and directly
from farmers through farmers’ markets, Community Supported Agriculture 9 (CSA), and pop-up
markets held at child care centers.
Defining “Local” Food
For the purposes of the NC Farm to ECE project, teams were encouraged to define local food in
a way that reflected the agricultural context in their county and the values and expectations of
center staff and families. These definitions may include geographic administrative boundaries
(e.g., by county or state) and opting to preferentially source products from certain types of
farmers (e.g., those of a particular gender or racial or ethnic background). During interviews with
child care center directors, interviewees were asked how their child care center defined local
food. Child care centers frequently defined local food as those sourced within a radius of 50 to
100 miles or a product coming from somewhere in North Carolina. For example, Child Care
Center (CCC6) responded that for them, “[i]t’s locally within our community or locally across
North Carolina, is what we're looking at.” While most centers focused on this community and
state-wide definition of local food, four centers (CCC1, CCC2, CCC5, and CCC8) considered
“local” within a regionally defined area. For example, CCC1, a medium-sized center, stated that
“[w]e decided to define local as North Carolina, and South Carolina, Virginia, and Tennessee,
and Georgia … just to make sure that we could get a good variety as far through the season as we
could.” These responses are similar to findings in the National Farm to School Network’s 2018
Survey, where ECE respondents defined “local” as within the same city/county (35.3%), within a
50-mile radius (25.3%), or within the state (19.2%). Fewer respondents (2.7%) in that survey
defined “local” as produced in a multi-state region (Shedd et al., 2018).
Local Food Purchases
Food purchase logs were used to gain more precise estimates of the volume and other
characteristics of local food purchases by Farm to ECE sites. Among the 12 sites included in this
evaluation, ten successfully procured local food for use at their sites. While the number of
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) are purchasing arrangements where customers purchase a share from a
farmer before the season begins, and then receive a box of food throughout the season, often once a week. This
arrangement helps farmers have funding in the beginning of the season, when their costs are highest, and also helps
to share risk with consumers, who have pre-paid and therefore will only receive what the farm produces. For
example, if farmers lose a crop due to weather or pests, customers share in that loss. Many different versions of
CSAs have emerged, including produce distribution companies that aggregate from multiple farms and allow
customers to choose what they receive in their boxes (Woods et al., 2017).

9
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participating sites is relatively small, these data offer some initial and novel insights into these
purchases. Collectively the successful ten sites spent a total of $2,261 on 1,582 pounds of local
food during the period that they collected transaction data. This volume includes 66.4 lbs. of
donations from parents, farmers, and teachers and produce grown in home and child care center
gardens. As there was no cost to obtaining these donations, their value is not monetized or
included in the spending totals. The average spending across centers during the time they
purchased locally-produced foods was $226.10 and ranged from $64.30 to $384.31. In addition,
participating sites made 124 unique local food purchases (average $23/purchase), the majority of
which were made at a farmers’ market or local farm. These results corroborate interview
findings, indicating that many centers chose to start small and purchase low volumes of local
foods for snacks and taste tests rather than integrating local food into meals right away. In
examining what specific products were purchased or donated to a center, squash (323.3 lbs),
melons (172.7 lbs), cucumber (171.7 lbs), peaches (165.6 lbs), and berries (135.9 lbs) were the
most commonly obtained. It is worth noting that this list of products is shaped by the type of
agricultural production common in the area of study.
The two centers that did not report any local food purchases are served by the same Smart Start
Partnership for Children and participated on the same county team. As part of the technical
assistance for the program, our team attempted to connect these centers (CCC2 and CCC4) with
a food hub 10 that also runs a processing facility that chops and bags local collards and cabbage.
However, since this food hub does not provide delivery services, the centers opted not to use this
option. Instead of providing produce for meals and snacks, this non-profit food hub engaged in
educational activities related to local food with these two centers, including providing taste tests.
Table 2 summarizes the average and ranges of spending and volume of local food procurement
by center and by child. This table summarizes that the three small, six medium, and two large
centers served 33, 64, and 107 children, respectively. It is not possible to estimate local food
spending on a per meal basis as the available food is spread across several meals and snacks.
However, some interesting observations emerge in considering the monthly local food purchases
and procurement (purchases plus donations) on a per-child basis. Among the sites included in
this study, it was the smaller ones that, on average, both spent the most ($3.64) and procured
more (3.31 lbs) per child. Relative to small centers, medium and large sites spent less per child
and sourced less food per child. Interestingly, the price paid for locally produced also varied
consistently with center size; smaller centers reported spending the least amount per unit for
purchased food ($1.00/lb) compared with medium ($1.62) or large ($2.20) centers.

Food hubs are defined by the USDA as a “centrally located facility with a business management structure
facilitating the aggregation, storage, processing, distribution, and/or marketing of locally/regionally produced food
products” (Barham, 2010).
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Table 2. Local Food Purchases between May and September 2017 by Center Size
Value of local food purchases per
center ($)

Center
Size

Number
of
Children

Small
(n = 3a)

Amount of local
food purchased
(lbs)

Donations
Centers
Receiving
Donations
n (%)

Monthly

Weight
(lbs)

Donations
as a % of
Total Local
Food Used
by Centerc

Cost per
Pound of
Purchased
Food
($/lb)

Spending
on Local
Foods
($/child)

Local Food
per Child
(lbs/child) d

Total

Spending
Per child

Transaction
Value

Total Site
Purchases

Per
child

32.7
[22,40]

$246.56
[$182.00,
$311.12]

$6.60
[$4.55,
$8.64]

$16.72
[$2.40,
$58.00]

247.6
[245.3,
250.0]

6.5
[6.8,
6.3]

0 (0.0)

n.a.

n.a.

$1.00
[$0.73,
$1.27]

$3.64
[$1.51,
$5.76]

3.31
[2.01-4.54]

Medium
(n = 6)

64.0
[47,80]

$220.95
[$64.30,
$384.31]

$3.37
[$1.15,
$4.80]

$25.35
[$11.91,
$36.38]

136.8
[50.6,
221.6]

2.07
[0.90,
2.94]

2 (33.3)

33.2
[53.0,
13.4]

20.9
[20.9,
20.9]

$1.62
[$1.27,
$2.00]

$2.08
[$0.57,
$4.23]

1.33
[0.46-2.48]

Large
(n = 3b)

107.3
[98,120]

$221.40
[$162.90,
$279.89]

$1.95
[$1.57,
$2.33]

$35.39
[$14.81,
$55.98]

99.5
[79.0,
120.0]

0.88
[0.76,
1.00]

0 (0.0)

n.a.

n.a.

$2.20
[$2.06,
$2.33]

$1.56
[$1.55,
$1.57]

0.71
[0.67-0.76]

Notes. Unless otherwise noted, values reflect each measure's average [min, max] values.
a
CCC2 had no local purchasing and is thus not included in purchase calculations.
b
CCC4 had no local purchasing and is thus not included in purchase calculations.
c
Average and range calculated among only those sites which received donated produce.
d
Includes both purchased and donated food.
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Strategies to Facilitate Local Food Procurement
Evaluation of the interview data revealed three primary strategies used by centers to address
local food procurement challenges: (1) building relationships with distributors and retailers, (2)
picking up local food purchases, and (3) aggregating orders with other centers and families.
These general strategies and variations observed in implementation are described below.
Building Relationships with Distributors and Retailers
At the beginning of the project, the state-level technical assistance team observed that centers
were primarily interested in sourcing local food directly from farmers. However, our team
encouraged centers to consider purchasing local food through broadline distributors 11 or standard
food retailers (primarily grocery stores) as easier procurement options, especially if they had
previously purchased from these suppliers. All of the centers in the program used retailers and
distributors as their primary source of produce. Many reported they appreciated the convenience
and affordability of food purchased through these channels, including that retailers are open
many hours almost every day. Distributors and retailers were also believed to be a useful
alternative for centers in North Carolina since other projects run by CEFS 12 have worked directly
with distributors and retailers for several years to increase the amount of local food they sell.
The three center directors who purchased local food through distributors and retailers as part of
this program reported that finding information about local food through distributors and retailers
was challenging and time-consuming. By way of example, after CCC3’s director reported seeing
a commercial touting a warehouse store’s locally sourced food options, she engaged with the
manager to inquire about purchasing local products. He was unable to provide this information
and directed her to call a 1-800 number. The center director was frustrated that “[t]hey couldn’t
give me a list of [local] items. … Knowing that they purchase local was wonderful, but I couldn't
purchase from them because I never knew exactly which items were which.” Similarly, CCC9’s
director talked to a manager at a different Big Box Store and “found out that nothing they carry
is local.” This experience is indicative of the limits of the procurement opportunities through
standard retailers. Further, these experiences were unexpected by many center directors. As
CCC9’s director stated: “We have dairy farms close by, and our milk is not even from this state.
It’s not local. We have chicken farms up the street, but our chicken is not local. That's hard to
wrap your head around.”

Broadline distributors are large-scale food companies that deliver high volumes of food (and sometimes other
products, as well) to institutions and businesses. They are an integral part the mainstream food system, and are
extremely convenient and efficient for their clients. They include companies like Sysco and U.S. Foods, as well as
smaller scale regional distribution companies.
12
The NC Growing Together project was a USDA-funded CEFS project that ran from 2013-2018. The overarching
goal was to achieve greater food security by enhancing the economic viability of small and mid-scale farms and
fishing operations and their communities through strengthening supply chains with mainstream markets. For more
information, see: https://cefs.ncsu.edu/food-system-initiatives/nc-growing-together/
11
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CCC9’s director struggled to schedule a meeting with a produce manager from a grocery store to
discuss local food procurement options; however, she had more success setting up a meeting
with the distributor from whom she had a purchasing relationship. “[We had a] lady that works
with fresh produce and things like that for [this major national distributor] come and meet with
us. We met with her for about an hour and talked. … That was another step that we took is trying
to see, ‘Okay. We already deal with [this major national distributor]. Let’s see if they carry some
local stuff.” As this quote indicates, even for those center directors who had existing
relationships with broadline distributors, time and effort were needed to understand the variety
and availability of the local food products they could offer. This center was ultimately able to
purchase local food successfully from distributors and retailers.
Staff Pick-Up Local Food Purchases
Several center directors noted the challenge in transporting local food from its source to the child
care center. In a majority of cases, this was addressed by the center director picking up the food
rather than relying on the supplier to deliver it. For example, one center purchased from a food
hub that has a social mission to work with underserved farmers and buyers. This hub offers
delivery but charges a fee for it. Since this center only needed food for snacks (their meals were
purchased from a caterer), the delivery fee was cost-prohibitive. Instead, this center director
opted to pick up the center’s order herself: “I live in [Town 2], so I would stop by the Food Hub
and pick up the food as opposed to them delivering it to us here in [Town 1]. I can go get it
because it’s right there. … Usually, the delivery costs, unless it’s gonna be free, it’s gonna be …
more expensive for us” (CCC6).
In these instances, given the director’s direct involvement in purchasing and picking up the local
food, the location and hours of operation of these outlets were key factors that affected directors’
assessments of the difficulty of local purchasing. For example, CCC5’s director picked up
produce from a local business that purchased from several different farms (referred to as a
produce aggregator in Table 1). “Because it is kind of a distributor, it’s open every day … I
could just pop back down there if I needed extra” (CCC5). Similarly, more than half of the
centers (7) indicated that farmers’ markets were their main source of local food. Four of these
centers reported purchasing from a particular farmer each visit. In these cases, the director often
communicated with the farmer in advance, either to find out what items they would have
available or to actually place an order. As CCC3 said, “It got to the point where I could give
them the list of things that I needed in the following week, and they would gather up enough of it
so that I could purchase without going here and there to purchase them.”
Some ECE centers combined picking up food at the farmers’ market with a field trip to expose
students to new foods and farming. In doing so, center directors provided enriching experiences
for children at the same time as they did their purchasing for the week, thus overcoming the
challenge that many markets are only open during school hours. In the case of one center
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(CCC6), farmers’ market field trips were timed at the end of the day, requiring families to pick
children up at the market. This increased parent engagement and awareness of local food and the
possibility that they would purchase food at the market.
While the strategy of picking up food, rather than having it delivered, worked for many center
directors, it was not feasible for all sites. CCC12’s director explained, “There is not [a market
open] here until after we’re closed. It’s not really easy for me to get to … except for the farmers’
market on the weekend.” In addition, several center directors cited challenges in identifying and
purchasing from markets and farmers due to living in rural areas without many local food outlets
or arranging for food pick-up outside of work hours. As the director described above explained
of her efforts to pick up produce at the food hub: “[i]t’s like if I want to have a variety or if I
want to have something specific on my menu, then I know I need to go find it … I don’t think
about the time process or the gas process to go get it” (CCC6).
Aggregating Orders
A strategy of aggregating orders was used by centers to increase the volume of their direct
purchases from farmers and to facilitate product delivery. Teams in two counties worked with
farmers to aggregate orders across centers and to create opportunities on the premises of the
child care sites for additional sales, referred to as pop-up markets in Table 1. In these cases, three
centers ordered from a farmer who delivered produce to one site where the other two centers
could pick up their orders. On delivery days, the farmer would also set up a pop-up farm stand
during the time when families would come pick up their children (3 pm-6 pm). The benefit of
this model was to both aggregate demand from the centers, thus increasing volume to justify
delivery and expanding the potential customer base to include child care center families and
staff. Center directors noted the potential for this model to support farmers. As CCC9’s director
stated, “I think [it] helped [the farmers] decide to want to work with us … because it wasn't like
they were going to lose out on time and money. They're still getting three orders a week.”
As another option, child care centers purchased local foods through CSA shares. Two centers in
this study used a CSA model of local food procurement that, in some instances, also helped
farmers reach additional individual customers. For these two centers, purchasing a CSA share
was effective because they only needed enough produce for taste tests or snacks or because the
farmer was flexible in adapting the CSA box to meet the centers’ needs. For example, CCC1, a
medium-sized center, said that the farmer she purchased from was willing to adapt the model to
address this challenge, allowing her to “get whatever she had, whether it was a box full of
tomatoes or potatoes, or whatever she had that was good.” For the other center that employed
this model, CCC10, this approach required additional engagement with families and staff since
the farm they were working with required five subscriptions to be willing to deliver CSA boxes
to a new site. This required that the center find four families and staff members willing to
purchase a CSA share to get the box for the center delivered. The director herself got a box and
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said that she was pleased with this option: “I got a box personally for my family. … I’d
definitely say it’s cheaper than a grocery store.” In this case, the CSA model was cost-effective
for this center; the quantities met their needs, and there was a clear benefit to the farmer.
While purchasing produce through CSA shares worked for some centers, others did not feel this
approach would meet their needs. When asked if they’d tried using the CSA model, one director
stated that “more than likely [a CSA] would not be sufficient enough for us to be able to do what
we need to do for this many children” (CCC6).
Discussion and Practice Recommendations
Results and implications of this evaluation offer several valuable and actionable insights for
those engaged with Farm to ECE programs. In terms of the local food purchase log data,
spending and the volume of local food obtained by our sites are much lower than those reported
in the National Farm to School Network’s 2018 survey, where centers reported spending an
average of $4,490 on local food over the course of a year (Shedd et al., 2018). However, it is
important to consider that our results reflect only an average of a few months (2.03) of purchases
in the first year of a nascent program. Importantly, the National Survey reports that milk was the
most frequently served local product, with 21.7% of the centers reporting serving it daily (Shedd
et al., 2018), which would increase their expenditures and volume of local food purchased. In
comparison, none of the centers in our study reported purchasing local milk. 13
For the qualitative aspect of this study, we determined five key findings that directly relate to
practice-oriented recommendations. First, at the outset of this program, the state-level team
suggested that distributors and retailers would be the easiest local food procurement options for
centers. Due to the difficulty in identifying which food is local, these sources took more of the
center directors’ time and effort than anticipated. Although this additional effort was a challenge
for centers, the effort could generate long-term benefits. As centers signal their interest in
purchasing locally sourced foods, mainstream food retailers may respond by increasing the
amount and variety of the local products they stock. It is recommended that technical assistance
providers offer Farm to ECE providers an accurate assessment of the investment that
relationship-building with distributors and retailers may require.
Secondly, it was found that there is an information gap in center directors’ understanding of what
products are grown locally and why these items may not be available in local stores. This was
illustrated by the center director, who noticed that items grown in her county were not sold at the
local Big Box Store, such as dairy and poultry. One practice recommendation that emerges is the
potential benefit of offering center directors information about agri-food production and
marketing systems prior to initiating a Farm to ECE program. Doing so will help directors
understand the supply chains that serve distributors and retailers and the implications of the
13

Interestingly, one center did purchase local ground beef on an occasional basis (CCC6).
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seasonality of supply on local food availability, which, in turn, would help them more effectively
craft their Farm to ECE programs and menu-planning.
Third, our results indicate that the success of local food procurement often relied on the
willingness of center directors or technical assistance providers to use personal time to pick up
produce in order to facilitate relationships and avoid delivery costs. Future programs should take
note of this trend since a model that relies on a passionate individual rather than embedding local
food procurement within an organization’s processes is less likely to be sustained in the long run.
Fourth, several of the child care centers in this study reported that they received donations of
fresh produce from local farmers. It was reported that these donations were altruistically made in
an effort to support Farm to ECE program efforts. Assuming this donated produce is not at the
very end of its shelf-life, such donations come at a cost to the farmer. Given this, it is
recommended that during Farm to ECE training, program directors be informed about the
financial challenges often faced by farms, particularly by the smaller-scale operations that are
more likely to partner with a child care center. An expectation on the part of centers that products
will be given to them free of charge could undermine the long-term goal of developing
sustainable and mutually beneficial Farm to ECE programs.
Finally, results suggest that procurement models which aggregate demand across centers and the
community of staff and families associated with a center offer benefits to child care centers and
the farmers who supply them. The farmer benefits from a new market opportunity that is larger
than working with individual centers since most of the centers in this study purchased small
volumes. The child care center’s community benefits from the opportunity to connect with and
purchase produce from a local farmer, and the child care center benefits from the direct delivery
of fresh produce and the opportunity to offer an additional service to its staff and families.
A procurement model that facilitates sales opportunities for local farms through a “pop-up” or
farm stand at the child care center, or CSA box drop-off requires effort and flexibility on the part
of both centers and participating farmers. We suggest conducting a survey with parents at the
beginning of a Farm to ECE program to assess their interest in particular marketing alternatives.
Since developing a child care center’s community as a market takes time, we also recommend
that Farm to ECE projects work with socially motivated farmers who are willing to be flexible
and grow with the project.
Conclusions
At present, literature that addresses local food procurement challenges of child care sites that
have implemented a Farm to ECE program is limited. Using a mixed-methods approach that
collected and evaluated both qualitative (interview) and transaction-level purchase data, this
paper lays out unique insights regarding logistical considerations, challenges, and strategies used
by child care centers engaged in Farm to ECE programs in their procurement of local produce.
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Overall, we find that most (10 of 12) of the child care centers participating in this program
successfully incorporated locally sourced produce into their Farm to ECE programs. Many of the
centers in our program chose to use these local foods for taste tests and snacks rather than
incorporate them into regular meal planning. This approach is due to the preference of centers to
“start small” in their use of local food products because of the time and effort it takes child care
centers to identify and develop relationships with local food vendors, as well as the adjustment
needed to shift to serving fresh produce in child care kitchens. In general, child care centers were
surprised by the challenge in sourcing locally-produced food and were unaware of the nature and
complexity of supply chains serving standard distributors and food retailers.
The sites included in this analysis used a variety of approaches to procure their local foods.
These adopted approaches can be generally categorized as relying on building relationships with
distributors and retailers, staff pick-up of local food purchases, or aggregating orders with other
centers and families. These approaches vary considerably in the unit cost of the local foods, the
amount and nature of effort required by the director to source these products, and the extent of
engagement with the child care center’s community of family and staff. The sustainability of
these approaches to sourcing products is discussed, and considerations and recommendations for
implementing these sourcing strategies in other Farm to ECE programs are offered. These
actionable insights include providing centers looking to establish Farm to ECE programs with
information regarding local food procurement challenges through broadline distributors and
retailers, providing Farm to ECE center directors with additional information about food
production and supply chains, making center staff engaged with Farm to ECE programs aware of
the possible ‘cost’ of food donations from small farmers, and encouraging the use of
procurement strategies which are not reliant on a single individual for food pick-up but which, to
the extent possible, incorporate other centers and members of their child care center’s
community (staff, families).
Importantly, the themes and patterns observed here are consistent with other Farm to ECE
research findings. Our evaluation of procurement models used by Farm to ECE programs
indicates that no matter the procurement approach, centers and their partners need to be flexible
and invest the time to build relationships. Due to the low volume and decentralized nature of the
child care system, food delivery expense was a challenge for child care centers. In addition, these
small volumes and distribution issues draw into question farmer profitability of serving these
centers. Future studies should explore how selling to Farm to ECE programs can be made more
profitable and appealing through other benefits for participating centers and farmers. This may
include the benefit of enhancing a farmers’ reputation and brand recognition through Farm to
ECE as community engagement.
Research on this topic continues. Researchers in North Carolina have explored the feasibility and
impact of the centralized kitchen model to address Farm to ECE procurement challenges.
Centralized kitchens source ingredients from local farmers, prepare meals, and deliver these
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meals to child care centers, increasing the volume of local foods sales and ensuring delivery of
local food products to child care centers. Preparing local foods through a centralized kitchen
offers the additional benefit of removing the burden of food preparation from centers and allows
a third party to ensure compliance with CACFP standards. It is likely that innovative approaches
such as this, which connect local farmers to child care site programs through flexible and placeand resource-specific arrangements, will be needed to ensure the sustainability of many Farm to
ECE programs.
Limitations
While the results of the local food purchase logs offer interesting new insights into the volume
and value of food purchases, they must be interpreted with caution. The small sample size,
combined with the variability both within and among centers assigned to each size group, means
that these results may not be indicative of purchases by centers of these sizes. Further, it is worth
noting that the cost of local food does vary by the type of supplier. Previous research with K-12
districts reported that purchases through broadline distributors have higher per-student costs than
purchasing directly from a farm or a non-traditional distributor, such as a food hub (Christensen
et al., 2017). However, as shown in Table 1, large centers in our study were not more likely to
purchase through a distributor than small or medium centers. Another consideration is the mix
and relative weights of the products used by sites. It is possible, for example, that a center may
have purchased heavier items, such as sweet potatoes, thus increasing the number of pounds
purchased and lowering their costs per pound. Finally, while these results indicate how much
locally sourced food was available for students, it is not necessarily the case that students
actually consumed this full amount. Due to waste during food preparation and plate waste, the
consumed amounts will be smaller than the per-child weights available.
Overall for this study, the number of child care centers included is relatively small (12), and
there is heterogeneity both within and across the size-groupings of child-care sites included in
this study. While the data collected as part of this study cannot offer widely generalizable results,
the descriptive findings reported here do offer a useful initial and insightful look at these
procurement issues. In addition, the research approach adopted serves as a useful starting point
for those who wish or need to evaluate Farm to ECE program supply chains in their own area.
Future efforts to evaluate procurement by Farm to ECE programs would be well served to also
collect information that would facilitate comparison of their study setting and outcomes with
those of the USDA’s Farm-to-School Census and other datasets.
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Food Retailers’ Perspectives on Pilot Program Strategies to Promote
Healthy Eating in SNAP Participants
Morgan Bahl Szczepaniak
Lyndi Buckingham-Schutt
Ruth Litchfield
Sarah L. Francis
Iowa State University
Food retailers are key stakeholders in the development, implementation, and
effectiveness of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) nutrition
pilot programs. Qualitative interviews were conducted to gather insight from food
retailers regarding the feasibility of proposed strategies to improve food choices
among SNAP participants. Two corporate and six local-level food retailer
managers were identified for interviews based on SNAP participation, ruralurban code, and type of food retail settings in the selected counties. Qualitative
thematic analysis was performed by four research team members, and themes
were identified via consensus. Marketing, incentive, and disincentive program
models were well-received, while restriction and stocking standards models were
less well-received. Food retailers viewed simple programs with easy
implementation and educational components positively. Driving sales and
programs that align with corporate and social responsibility goals were
important factors related to willingness to participate in pilot programs. Insights
from this present study can inform future pilot programs and promote food
retailer buy-in.
Keywords: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, food retail environments,
health promotion
Introduction
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) aims to reduce and prevent hunger
(Yaktine & Caswell, 2013). In 2019, over 35 million Americans participated in SNAP with
higher participation rates in rural areas [16%] and small towns [15%] compared to urban areas
[13%] (Food and Nutrition Service, 2020; Food Research & Action Center, 2018). SNAP benefit
allotments are based on the “Thrifty Food Plan,” which is a meal plan designed to provide a
nutritionally adequate diet with minimal financial resources (Carlson et al., 2007).
Despite the design of SNAP to provide access to healthy foods for low-income households,
disparities in diet quality have worsened among U.S. adults. Evidence suggests SNAP
participants have poorer diet quality compared to nonparticipants (Gregory et al., 2013; Sanjeevi
& Freeland-Graves, 2019; Whiteman et al., 2018). Poor diet quality and food insecurity are
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linked to higher rates of chronic diseases amongst those with limited incomes (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2020; Gregory & Coleman-Jensen, 2017).
One of the most significant barriers to purchasing healthy food reported by SNAP participants is
the lack of financial resources (Haynes-Maslow et al., 2015; Mushi-Brunt et al., 2007). However,
there are a number of factors contributing to less-than-optimal dietary behaviors among SNAP
participants, including limited geographic access to healthier foods and not having time to
prepare and cook healthy foods (Haynes-Maslow et al., 2013; Kirkpatrick, 2012). Further, SNAP
participants have reported stigmatization and negative interactions with SNAP program staff
(Andress & Fitch, 2016; Bostrom, 2003; Haynes-Maslow et al., 2020).
In order to reduce disparities and support the overall goal of SNAP, it is important to consider
the individual, interpersonal, community, and societal factors that influence healthy eating. The
socio-ecological model (SEM) acknowledges the influence of multiple factors within various
layers of the environment, which ultimately influence health behaviors and health status (Sallis et
al., 2008). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC; 2015) uses a four-level model
to inform its health promotion programs. Those levels include individual, relationship,
community, and societal. Factors within the individual level of influence include the individual's
attitudes, preferences, knowledge, and skills. The relationship level of influence acknowledges
the role of family, friends, peers, and other social networks in an individual’s health behavior.
The community level of influence recognizes factors in the physical environment, including
home, school, worksite, restaurants, and grocery stores, which impact health behaviors. Finally,
the societal level of influence acknowledges the role of societal and cultural norms, food
marketing and media, food and agriculture policies, food systems, and food assistance programs
and their impact on health behaviors.
Strategies to promote healthy eating knowledge, marketing, and access for SNAP participants
require further exploration to address the gaps in diet quality. A variety of strategies have been
recommended, including incentives, disincentives, restrictions, improving the retail environment,
and providing more robust nutrition education (Center for Science in the Public Interest, 2018;
Leung et al., 2013). Previous research suggests SNAP participants find incentive programs
acceptable (Leung et al., 2017; Rydell et al., 2018). However, there is limited research
investigating the perspectives of food retailers and food retail managers on the feasibility of these
proposed strategies. Existing research is largely limited to exploring the perspectives on healthy
food retail marketing and stocking standard strategies or lacking a retail sample representing
urban, rural retailers as well as corporate and local managers (D’Angelo et al., 2017;
Houghtaling et al., 2019; Martinez et al., 2018).
Food retailers represent just one of the many community and societal factors that influence
health behaviors within the SEM but are imperative for healthful eating among SNAP
participants. The purpose of this exploratory study was to gather insight from food retailers
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regarding the feasibility of proposed strategies to improve food choices among SNAP
participants. The long-term goal was to use this information to implement strategies that improve
the diet quality of SNAP participants, which also aligns with the buy-in of food retailers.
Methods
The research protocol was reviewed and deemed “exempt” by the Iowa State University
Institutional Review Board (IRB). Counties in the state were organized by the number of SNAPapproved food retailers, rural-urban continuum codes, SNAP participation rate, and geographic
location to identify potential food retail interviewees. A minimum of two SNAP-approved food
retailers (one grocery and one convenience store) was required as part of the study protocol. The
rural nature of the state necessitates some SNAP participants to rely on convenience stores for
their grocery needs and thus use of their SNAP benefits. Therefore, it was necessary to interview
convenience stores to fully understand the perspectives of food retailers in the state. A review of
the state's grocery and convenience store food retailers revealed two regional convenience store
chains and two regional grocery store chains served the majority of the counties. One
convenience and grocery store chain served the urban counties, while the other convenience and
grocery store chain served the rural counties. Counties were then categorized as rural or urban
counties using the rural-urban continuum codes (urban RUCC codes 1-3; rural RUCC codes 49). Counties were also organized by SNAP participation rate. Finally, geographic location within
the state was considered. The final sample of counties considered for local interviews included:
(1) One of the two regional grocery and convenience store chains; (2) Rural or urban code of two
or six; (3) higher SNAP participation rate; and (4) Geographic distribution throughout the state.
Table 1. Demographics and Total Number of Local Interviewees of Counties Selected for
Local-level Manager Interviews
Location
Designation
Urban (RUCC = 2)
Urban (RUCC = 2)
Urban (RUCC = 2)
Rural (RUCC = 6)
Rural (RUCC = 6)
Rural (RUCC = 6)

County
1
2
3
4
5
6

SNAP Participation Rate
(%)
70.8%
65.2%
64.4%
54.6%
47.4%
29.0%

Total Local Managers
Interviewed
1
1
0
1
2
1

The goal number of interviews was 16: four Corporate-level manager interviews (regional
grocery [n = 2], convenience store [n = 2] chains) and 12 Local-level manager interviews
(regional grocery [n = 6] and convenience store chains [n = 6]) in each county.
Three Corporate-level managers (regional grocery n = 2 and convenience store n=1;
“Corporate”) were interviewed. One Corporate-level grocery store interview was completed via
email. Six Local-level grocery store managers (4 rural, 2 urban; “Managers”) were interviewed.
No Local-level convenience store manager interviews were conducted because one corporate
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convenience store chain did not respond to multiple queries and, the other convenience store
chain declined to have Local-level managers participate because all decisions relative to the
proposed SNAP strategies would be made at the corporate level. Saturation became evident
when it was determined that the interviewees represented the full range of corporate and local
retail retailers identified using the previously outlined design sample set.
Two of the primary investigators conducted the Corporate interviews, and four Extension
program specialists conducted the Managers interviews. All were trained on the appropriate
protocols. Interviews consisted of broad, open-ended questions regarding strategies to promote
healthy eating and questions related to five expert-recommended strategies, including marketing,
incentives, disincentives, restrictions, and stocking standards. All interview recordings were
transcribed verbatim by Rev.com, an IRB-approved transcription service. Interviewee identities
were kept anonymous.
The informants shared general perceptions and insights on the challenges and benefits of
implementing a marketing pilot, stronger stocking standards, an incentive pilot, and a
disincentive pilot for promoting healthy food choices among SNAP participants. They were also
asked about their perceptions of utilizing food choice restrictions to improve the dietary quality
of SNAP participants.
Each member of the research team (n = 4) independently reviewed and coded the two Corporate
interviews and agreed on key themes. Following this discussion, a codebook was developed and
organized by interview questions, identifying first-level codes, second-level codes, and
associated sub-codes. First-level codes captured simple descriptions (i.e., general perceptions of
a specified strategy), and second-level codes captured focused codes or themes on an analytical
level (i.e., challenges or benefits of a specified strategy). A color-coded key was used to
emphasize recurring themes and provide a visual for identifying key benefits and challenges.
The codebook was used to recode the Corporate interviews to ensure consistency and reliability.
The six Managers transcripts were also coded using the same codebook. All coding discrepancies
were resolved by consensus. The key themes and information were compiled separately from the
Corporate interviews and Managers interviews and subsequently compared and contrasted
against each other. Saturation was determined by the researchers as the point at which no new
codes emerged (Urquhart, 2013).
Results
Key Themes
Several drivers and influencers for the implementation of a nutrition pilot program were
identified in the Corporate interviews. Key themes that emerged included: sales, product
placement, corporate and social responsibility (i.e., the company’s desire and reputation for
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promoting healthy eating and supporting the health of the community), manufacturer/vendor
buy-in, signage, and consumer demand (i.e., the pressure to provide what the consumer wants,
whether it is healthful or not).
Managers frequently mentioned sales, education, corporate buy-in, product placement, and
signage. Education included nutrition education opportunities, including education of retail
associates and program participants, on SNAP benefits and logistics (e.g., allowable foods,
qualifications, etc.). Both Corporate and Managers most often identified sales as a key benefit,
driver, and factor when considering implementing a pilot program. Both groups frequently
identified signage and product placement as effective interventions for promotion efforts and
driving sales. Key stakeholder buy-in (manufacturers, vendors, and corporate) was another
common theme between Corporate and Managers, although they did differ in context. Corporate
reported the importance of manufacturer and vendor buy-in, whereas Managers reported the need
for corporate buy-in more frequently than manufacturers and vendors.
Stigma was another recurrent theme in corporate and local interviews across first-level codes,
including healthy marketing, social responsibility, the feasibility of a marketing pilot, challenges
to healthy eating incentives, and general perceptions of restrictions. Stigma identified concerns
related to reduced autonomy of SNAP participants and targeting messages toward SNAP
participants in a nutrition pilot program.
Marketing Pilot
Figure 1 illustrates the key concepts related to a SNAP marketing pilot. Marketing techniques
including advertising, product placement, and pricing strategies were discussed. Product
placement was the most widely discussed strategy, which included shelf placement, end caps, red
zones, store layout, and checkouts. Pricing strategies included “two-fors” (i.e., two for $5),
multiples, and buy-one-get-one (BOGO). Advertising encompassed a variety of channels,
including apps, in-store, digital and print ads, and signage.
Corporate reported advertising, product placement, and pricing strategies are effective marketing
strategies. However, marketing healthy items required support from the manufacturers and
vendors. Preventing stigma was a key concern related to targeted messaging to SNAP
participants in one Corporate interview. Stigma was not mentioned in any of the Manager
interviews. Whether the SNAP participants would want to buy the healthier items was another
concern shared by both Managers and Corporate. The majority of Managers saw healthy sales
and increasing purchasing power for SNAP participants as a potential benefit of a marketing
pilot program; however, they were concerned about the potential cost or loss of money with
participating in a SNAP marketing pilot program. All interviewees reported simplicity and ease
of implementation were important considerations for participating in a SNAP marketing pilot.
Both groups reported placement and pricing as the most promising SNAP marketing pilots.
Marketing strategies that Managers and Corporate identified as promising tools to promote
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marketing healthy items included, “Shelf talkers and signage is a great tool to use because it
draws their eye to that product” and “It's just a little more eye level because we'll sell more. …
That shelf placement is everything.” Additional quotes from Corporate and Managers by key
theme are provided in Table 2.
Figure 1. Marketing Pilot Key Themes
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Table 2. Marketing Pilot Key Themes and Supporting Quotes
Theme
Key Stakeholder
Buy-in

Stigma

Sales

Quotes: Corporate
“If there was a partnership between a
manufacturer that has a better for you
item that you're trying to promote, and
then they have that relationship with the
retail stores, I think that could be
helpful for you.”
“If you're an EBT member [participant],
you get this price. But as a retailer,
that's not something we would want to
do because then what does that say to
help people who aren't EBT members
[participants]?”
“I would say that our team is pretty
progressive in terms of trying to bring
in some better-for-you things. But like I
said, oftentimes they just don't sell as
well as other things.”

Simplicity

“I think it would very much depend on
how quick and easy it is for them to. ...
Because like I said, it's just ... I can't
remember the amount of time the
average consumer spends [in the store],
but it's like two and a half to three
minutes. It's very short, so if it requires
a lot of thought and understanding, then
I think that's a hard hurdle to overcome.
But if it's super easy to understand, then
maybe.”
Consumer
“It's just how do we talk about betterDemand
for-you in a way that doesn't deter those
customers who aren't concerned about
it, which is becoming fewer. I think
most customers, to some degree, are
thinking about how do I eat healthier?
Whether or not their actions reflect that
is a completely different conversation.”
Corporate/Social “Well, I think promoting more betterResponsibility
for-you items is very much in line with
(CSR)
our kind of CSR efforts. We want to be
a responsible company.”

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Quotes: Manager
“It's all going to be approved at the
home office level for us to be able to
put that up and hang it up and whatever.
And then same thing with the demos
where again, it's all dictated from
them.”
Not a theme identified in Manager
interviews

“We make really good money on those
impulse junk food items that appeal to a
lot of people. And you get the healthier
options out there, and depending on the
price, sometimes you don't make as
much money. … So, can we do this in a
way that we don't hurt our profits?
“Depending on your strategy and
implementing it, it has to be something
that's easy to put into our day-to-day
work strategy.”
“It needs to be easy to implement and to
maintain because that's the problem.
Sure, so you bring me a box of signs. It
means I have extra labor that I will
begrudgingly do.”
SNAP customers would have to be
willing to participate in those. We do
offer cooking demos, in-store tours,
coupons, all the things you mentioned
before. I think the barrier or the
challenge there would just be the
willingness of those customers to
participate.”
“I think anytime that you can get your
customer back into the store, or to help
them improve their lifestyle, I think
that's always a good thing.”
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Stocking Standards
Figure 2 illustrates the key concepts related to stocking standards. Stocking standards are the
guidelines on the variety and quantity of food items required in a food retail environment to be
an authorized SNAP retailer. Corporate reported challenges and concerns related to this
intervention. Food item variety was identified as positive; however, concern regarding the ability
to meet the various requirements due to space constraints was identified. There were also broader
concerns mentioned by at least half of the interviewees related to unintended consequences.
Smaller stores that cannot meet the requirements would be excluded, which may amplify limited
food access and food deserts. Another consequence identified by at least one interviewee was the
food waste related to the expiration of food that did not sell. Corporate noted the importance of
stakeholder buy-in, highlighted by the supporting quote:
“If [a company] wanted to be in a lot more gas stations or food deserts, they
could say ‘We’ll give you a deal or discount on if you carry seven of our
products.’ Partnering with those companies maybe?”
Managers expressed similar sentiments related to food variety, space, and unintended
consequences (e.g., eliminating SNAP vendors due to inability to meet standards). They
anticipated that changing the stocking standards might cause SNAP customers shopping at the
convenience store to shift to grocery stores, increasing their customer base. Consequently, lack
of space would present a challenge for smaller grocery stores and convenience stores to meet the
stocking standards and could potentially limit food access in certain areas. Additional supporting
quotes are provided in Table 3.
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Figure 2. Stocking Standards Key Themes

Table 3. Stocking Standards Key Themes and Supporting Quotes
Key Concept
Variety of Foods

Quotes: Corporate
“Just because that promotes variety of
items, but it doesn't necessarily have to
be healthier items. … It still won’t
mandate a purchase.”

Consequences

“I always think that that would be great,
but then I also really worry about food
deserts and the SNAP beneficiaries'
access to food. … I mean I would just
worry that you're going to limit their
access to what they can buy and be able
to live close to a grocery store and
maybe a gas station is your only
option.”
“Well, I think C-stores are probably the
most challenged because we have the
least space.”

Space

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Quotes: Manager
“I mean you're going to give people a
more of a variety of healthy
alternatives. … Maybe it's something
that that store didn't even carry prior to
or something like that.”
“If you made it harder for that little
grocery store to be able to participate,
that certainly would not be a benefit to
the people that you're trying to take care
of … you start implementing standards
to a point that you make it hard for
businesses to participate, you're not
helping your customer.”
“When you start looking at these other
smaller organizations, they probably are
eliminated square footage wise.”
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Incentive Pilot
A SNAP incentive pilot would provide rewards or benefits to the SNAP participant for
purchasing healthy items such as fruits and vegetables. Corporate viewed this SNAP incentive
pilot as an opportunity to provide nutrition education. They also perceived benefits from
increased customers, sales, and purchasing power for participants. Despite these benefits,
challenges were noted, such as stigma, consumer privacy, procurement, regulations, and
technology (Figure 3). There was a recognized need for vendor participation as well as education
for the SNAP participant to ensure effective implementation of this strategy.
Managers identified similar challenges and benefits (Table 4). Managers frequently noted that a
SNAP incentive program might drive sales and healthy purchases, but a few informants wanted
SNAP to limit the program to fruits and vegetables. Logistics, technology, and lack of education
for program participants and store associates were challenges reported by all Managers, which
was consistent with Corporate perspectives. The majority of Managers reported the need for
corporate buy-in to participate in the program, whereas one Corporate interviewee reported
challenges related to procurement.
Figure 3. Incentive Pilot Key Themes
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Table 4. Incentive Pilot Key Themes Concepts and Supporting Quotes
Theme
Education

Benefits
Purchasing
Power
Customer Count
Healthier Food
Purchases

Stigma

Quotes: Corporate
“Anytime you can include some instore education, whether that be like a
dietitian tour or maybe an incentive. …
If you can talk to them about the
educational piece inside of it, I think
that would be huge.”
“If I were a SNAP participant, I think I
would find that motivating because I
know fruits and vegetables are healthy
for my family. This gives me a way that
easily stretch my dollar and buy more
of those types of things.”

Quotes: Manager
“Basically, it'd just be the
communication with the participant on
what they can and can't purchase.”

“Hopefully, it would drive customer
count … [and] additional trips into the
store where they're buying not only the
fruit and vegetable that they came in for
… but also some other things as well so
customer count, basket size, all that
kind of thing I think would be benefits.”
“You can’t market specifically to SNAP
recipients, and then the privacy that
goes along with it … that you’re not
stigmatizing.”

“So, any way that you're able to get
people to eat healthier and incentivize it
by making them be able to do it. I
mean, at the end of the day you want
them to feel like they can get fruits and
vegetables and those things as easy as
they're able to go get the other stuff.”
“Again, I do think that's certainly a
good strategy, but you still can't force
somebody to eat what they don't want to
eat.”

“I definitely think that if people were
given more SNAP benefits because they
made healthier choices, I think that
would definitely work. We would
benefit from the sale of the healthier
items.”

Restriction and Disincentive Pilot
Restriction and disincentive programs have been suggested as a means to promote healthy food
selection among SNAP participants. A restriction program would remove sugar-sweetened
beverages (SSB) from the list of eligible items for purchase with SNAP benefits. A disincentive
program would incentivize the purchase of healthy food as well as provide an incentive if
participants do not buy unhealthy food (e.g., receiving more benefits if you buy fruits and
vegetables and do not buy SSB). Both groups saw benefits but expressed concerns about stigma
and reduced SNAP participant autonomy with both restriction and disincentives (Figure 4). Both
groups agreed on the anticipated benefits and challenges of the disincentive strategy. Increasing
healthy sales and social responsibility were seen as benefits as they would discourage unhealthy
purchases and promote wellbeing. However, educating SNAP participants, potential customer
loss and stakeholder buy-in were challenges to implementing this strategy. Further, the majority
of Managers reported concern that disincentives may stigmatize SNAP participants, whereas
Corporate did not identify this concern (Table 5).

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 10, Number 1, 2022

Food Retailers’ Perspectives

12

Figure 4. Restriction and Disincentive Pilot Key Themes

Table 5. Restriction and Disincentive Pilot Key Themes and Supporting Quotes
Key Concept
Restriction
Stigma
General
Perceptions
Challenges
Education
Customer Loss

Quotes: Corporate
“I hate telling people exactly what to
eat and taking away that choice from
them, but I would say on the pop side of
things, [it is an effective strategy].”
“It would discourage unhealthy, and I
don't know if that's the same thing as
promoting healthy.”
“In a C-store environment, it's fast.
Transactions are fast. … If [associates]
are going to have to be saying, "Oh, I
know you used to be able to do this, but
now you can't because of X, Y, Z," then
customers aren’t going to know and
[they] are probably going to be a little
bit disgruntled and disappointed if they
didn't know that about the change.”
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Quotes: Manager
“I personally don't think that you should
totally eliminate all of the soda, chips,
ice cream. I think when somebody's
receiving SNAP benefits, they more
than likely have children. And where
you want to teach your children to eat
healthy, they also need some of those
things.”
“If we decided to participate in
something like this as a corporation, but
the corporation across the street didn't,
then you're going to see a flow of those
customers potentially go across the
street.”
“The communication [is important].
There'd be some people upset. I foresee
some people being probably very upset
with they can't come in to buy their pop
anymore on their card.”
Volume 10, Number 1, 2022
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Quotes: Corporate
“We want to promote the sales of
healthier items as long as our total instore sales are staying the same or
increasing. And the perception of being
a store where they can get a wider
variety so I know I can get healthy
things along with whatever else I was
buying.”

Quotes: Manager
“A healthier community, a healthier
worker, all those different things. But
you’re also going to see spikes in other
categories that you wouldn’t see.”

Other Strategies
Managers frequently recommended education and targeted messaging as a good strategy to
promote healthy eating, including cooking classes, store tours, and simple nutrition swap ideas.
Managers noted that SNAP participants are knowledgeable about what they can buy, and some
stores have an in-store dietitian available; however, it might be challenging to provide in-store
nutrition education for this population due to the associated cost of the service.
Manager Beliefs and Stereotypes about SNAP Participants
A couple of Managers shared retailer-held beliefs and stereotypes about SNAP participants. For
example, some quotes suggest SNAP participants may be consuming a lot of soda, using benefits
on nonessential items (e.g., SSB and “junk foods”), and taking advantage of financial assistance:
“I think it's wrong that when people get financial assistance that they're blowing on a
nonessential item. So that would be the biggest benefit, I think, for us seeing that those
programs are getting taken advantage of. And you'll always have people that will try to.”
Another noted a benefit of restricting SSB as “they wouldn’t be drinking all that crap because
they [already] do.”
Discussion
This study provides valuable information regarding the feasibility of pilot programs to improve
SNAP participants’ food choices from the perspective of food retailers. Food retailers are crucial
for successful pilot program implementation. Therefore, their insight on the feasibility of
different strategies within the retail environment adds to the existing research of stakeholder
perspectives on how to improve food choices among SNAP participants. Leung et al. (2013)
identified potential pilot programs including incentives and restrictions, modifying benefit
distribution, providing nutrition education, improving food retailer environment (e.g., stocking
standards), and improving program implementation as key strategies to improve food choices
among SNAP participants. These strategies were identified by experts from the government,
industry, advocacy, and research sectors.
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Key themes in the present study are supported by previous research suggesting store sales,
stakeholder buy-in (manufacturers, vendors, and corporate), corporate/social responsibility
(CSR), ease of implementation/program logistics, and consumer demand are crucial drivers and
factors for store participation in new pilot programs (Houghtaling et al., 2019). Of note,
consumer demand was less frequently cited as a key consideration related to program
participation, whereas store-related factors (i.e., store sales) were most frequently cited.
Leung et al. (2013) reported those from the advocacy sector expressed concern about stigma
related to enforcing restrictions and instructing SNAP participants what they can and cannot buy.
Both groups in our study reported the same concern about stigmatizing SNAP participants
relative to restrictions, marketing, and targeted messaging. Retailer-held beliefs and biases about
SNAP participants and food purchases were also evident. To the authors’ knowledge, there is no
current research on the effect of retailers’ bias towards SNAP participants, although this could be
a future area of study.
Nutrition education was not a topic specifically discussed in the interview script. However, it
was widely recommended as a strategy to improve the food choices of SNAP participants in this
current study as well as in previous research (Houghtaling et al., 2019; Karpyn et al., 2018;
Leung et al., 2013).
Marketing Pilot
Both groups reported product placement and pricing strategies as the most promising marketing
pilot programs to improve diet quality in SNAP participants. Houghtaling et al. (2019) explored
the feasibility of implementing marketing principles such as place (physical environment),
profile (food variety), portion, pricing, promotion (e.g., signage, demonstrations), priming (e.g.,
displays, floor stickers), prompting (e.g., shelf talkers) and proximity (product placement and
location) to promote healthier food choices by SNAP participants. The majority of the rural food
retail managers in that study reported prompting and proximity as the most feasible marketing
interventions (Houghtaling et al., 2019). Participants in the current study noted that product
placement (i.e., end caps, red zone, shelf placement, and checkout) was the key to driving sales.
Signage, especially at the shelf, was also a useful advertising strategy.
Stocking Standards
Respondents in this study noted that increasing the variety of food products was a benefit to
increase options. However, this could be difficult for smaller stores to achieve and may lead to
the unintended consequence of losing SNAP-authorized retailers (e.g., convenience stores).
Corporate and local-level managers were concerned this loss could decrease food access.
Previous research conducted in gas stations and small stores in rural, urban, and suburban areas
in four states demonstrated the majority of food retailers believed their stores were close to
meeting stocking standards; however, none of the stores met minimum stocking standards,
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indicating a discrepancy between perception and implementation (Karpyn et al., 2018). Although
small food retailers felt they would be able to meet SNAP requirements, they expressed concerns
about space, procurement, and consumer demand as barriers. They also identified financial
assistance, wholesaler support, subsidies for healthy food, and nutrition education as facilitators
for meeting stocking standards (Karpyn et al., 2018).
In this study, Corporate was similarly concerned about space, consumer demand, and the
expiration of food that did not sell. Furthermore, one participant noted that increasing the variety
of food available does not ensure the purchase of healthier items. The same individual suggested
that adjusting the definition of what qualifies for different types of food would be helpful for
convenience stores to meet the guidelines. For example, allowing apples and apple juice to count
as separate items instead of just one type of fruit (apple).
As described in the results, food deserts and reduced food access was reported as a potential
unintended consequence of stronger stocking standards. In the context of the present study, both
rural and urban counties in Iowa have large populations with low access to food. Two urban
counties had more than 50,000 people with low access to food in 2015, while 22 (22.2%) Iowa
counties (14 rural, 8 urban) had between 5,001 and 50,000 people with low access to food in
2015 (Economic Research Service, 2020). These data suggest the potential consequence of
reduced food access is an important consideration relevant to the implementation of stronger
stocking standards.
In communities with low access to food, individuals may be relying on nontraditional food
retailers (e.g., dollar stores, gas stations, convenience stores) to procure food. For example,
Racine et al. (2016) found over half of the documented food deserts had at least one dollar store
participating in SNAP. These stores generally stocked healthy staple foods (canned and frozen
produce, milk, cheese, and dry goods) but no fresh fruits and vegetables. Increasing the variety of
healthful foods and fresh produce in convenience stores, dollar stores, gas stations, and small
grocery stores participating in SNAP is necessary to promote food access and availability for this
population.
Incentives, Disincentives, and Restriction Pilots
Both groups in this study viewed incentive programs positively. They saw these programs as
opportunities for increasing customers and sales as well as providing nutrition education and
increasing purchasing power for SNAP participants. For disincentive and restriction programs,
they reported discouraging unhealthy purchases as a benefit for social responsibility and
promoting health. For all three types of programs, both groups were concerned about
stigmatizing SNAP participants and potentially losing customers; however, there was more
concern about stigma and reduction of autonomy related to restriction and disincentive programs
compared to incentive programs.
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Double Up Food Bucks, an existing fruit and vegetable incentive program, has been shown to
encourage SNAP participants to visit farmers’ markets to purchase fruits and vegetables and
increase the purchasing power of SNAP dollars. However, participants reported some confusion
about how to use the benefits at the markets (Cohen et al., 2019). A Corporate participant cited
the Double Up Food Bucks program as an example of why education is more crucial than a pilot
program:
“Doing a pilot program is not the way to combat the issues that you were
addressing in these questions … educating the participants to understand the
program and what the government to trying to convey to them is the key first.
Here is an example … the client/customers don’t understand why we are giving
them free bucks back so they can buy more fresh fruits and vegetables, some
goes as far as either throwing them away or shredding them as they have told us
because they feel they are a hassle. Our cashiers have tried to explain this to the
customers about bringing them back and using again then getting more.”
Generally, both groups suggested incentive programs increase purchasing power but require
clear education about program implementation (e.g., technology and logistics) for participants
and employees processing the benefits. Cohen et al. (2019) increased awareness of the incentive
program by providing nutrition education in a local clinic waiting room, which was wellreceived by SNAP participants. Providing nutrition education and thorough explanations about
how to redeem benefits appears to be both necessary for the effectiveness of the program as well
as an opportunity to reach SNAP participants with nutrition information (Cohen et al., 2019).
Incentivizing purchases of nutritious foods through SNAP has been suggested to be healthpromoting and cost-effective. A microsimulation study by Mozaffarian et al. (2018) investigated
three proposed interventions similar to those discussed with food retailers in the present study.
The interventions included a fruit and vegetable incentive, a fruit and vegetable incentive with an
SSB restriction, and a combination program of incentivizing a wider range of nutritious food and
disincentivizing SSB, “junk food,” and processed meats (Mozaffarian et al., 2018). All three
programs prevented cases of cardiovascular events and diabetes (Mozaffarian et al., 2018). This
saves healthcare and government program dollars. The combination of incentives and
disincentives maintains the most consumer autonomy and provides the most significant healthrelated benefits and healthcare savings in the model utilized (Mozaffarian et al., 2018). This
program included a wider range of nutritious food eligible for incentives (i.e., whole grains, nuts,
fish); however, some managers in the present study favored limiting incentives to just fruits and
vegetables rather than expanding incentives to other foods like whole grains and dairy. The
modeled fruit and vegetable incentive program was the most expensive but also demonstrated
similar positive outcomes for health (Mozaffarian et al., 2018).
To the authors’ knowledge, this is one of the only studies to gather perspectives from food retail
managers regarding the feasibility of pilot programs to promote healthy eating in SNAP
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participants. Open-ended and probing interview questions facilitated an open discussion with
interviewees on expert-recommended strategies as well as strategies recommended by the food
retail managers themselves. The generalizability of these findings is limited due to the small
sample size and lack of local-level convenience store interviews. However, due to the study's
exploratory nature and the recurrence of key themes, the findings are still useful for future
program development (Cené et al., 2013). Contact with convenience stores was repeatedly
attempted; however, there was either no response or no agreement to participate. Future research
with convenience stores may contribute to the literature on approaches to promote healthy eating
in the SNAP population.
Implications for Research and Practice
These findings provide insight from food retailer managers regarding the feasibility,
effectiveness, benefits, and challenges of proposed strategies to improve the diet quality of
SNAP participants. Key themes identified in the study inform the future direction of SNAP
nutrition pilot programs, as food retailers are a crucial player in the implementation of programs
for this population. Results suggest programs need to be simple and easy to implement, include
education components, and are received positively by managers if they promote store sales and
fit with corporate and social responsibility goals. Stocking standards and restriction programs
were less well-received than marketing, incentive, and disincentive program models. Integrating
insights from key stakeholders, including food retailers, can improve the effectiveness of SNAP
nutrition programs and promote smooth implementation and function.
This study also identified opportunities for Extension programs to help promote healthy food
purchasing among SNAP participants. Although education was not a strategy being explored, it
became apparent that food retailers considered the education of SNAP participants a necessary
component for some of the strategies to be successful. The food retailers identified the need to
educate both their staff and SNAP customers regarding logistics associated with the strategies,
particularly with the incentive and restriction/incentive strategies. As an example, one Corporate
interviewee referenced the need for further customer education and staff training to improve the
use of the Double Up Food Bucks SNAP incentive program. This presents an opportunity for
Extension programs to help support local communities in promoting healthy food choices among
SNAP participants. Specifically, the Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP),
which provides nutrition education to individuals with limited resources, needs to partner with
local food retailers. Extension could provide education to the community at large and the EFNEP
participants to support the healthy food purchasing strategies employed by local food retailers.
Extension could also provide support at the Corporate-level by collaborating on technologybased educational strategies such as apps. Although Corporate-level food retailers mentioned
apps as a tool for marketing and rewards programs, they could also be used as an educational
tool. Highlighting healthy “best buys” and “specials” and calculating unit prices could help
promote healthy food purchases at the point of decision-making.
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The Cooperative Extension System translates research to practice and “brings the
University to the people” throughout the U.S. However, the system suffers from
program duplication and is challenged to scale-out effective programs. One
program, Dining with Diabetes (DWD), stands out for its dissemination to
multiple states. DWD is a community-based program aimed at improving diabetes
management, nutrition, and physical activity behaviors. DWD was coordinated
through a national working group and implemented by state Extension systems. A
pragmatic, quasi-experimental study was conducted to determine the effectiveness
of the national coordination model and the overall impact of DWD. Four states
reported data representing 355 DWD participants. Significant differences were
found in diabetes management behaviors and knowledge from pre to postprogram. However, there were challenges with data analysis due to state
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differences in data management. We detail the transition from one state to a
national workgroup, strengths and challenges of the national model, and
implications for other Extension programs.
Keywords: diabetes, evaluation, implementation, effectiveness, Extension
Introduction
With the release of Cooperative Extension’s National Framework for Health and Wellness in
2014, the Extension system has now formalized chronic disease prevention and management as a
priority (Braun et al., 2014; Remley et al., 2018). Extension’s community ties and broad reach
are positioned to significantly impact nutrition and physical activity behaviors impacting chronic
disease prevention and management. However, the Extension system has been challenged with
program duplication and failing to scale-out (i.e., deliver in new settings to new populations;
Aarons et al., 2017) effective programs between states (Balis & Harden, 2019; Balis, Strayer, et
al., 2019; Harden et al., 2019). Rather than adapt existing evidence-based programs (i.e., results
published in a peer-reviewed journal; National Cancer Institute, 2020) to fit local contexts while
maintaining core components (Carvalho et al., 2013; Chambers & Norton, 2016), new statespecific programs are often created. For example, there are over 17 unique older adult physical
activity programs delivered in 15 states (Balis, Strayer, et al., 2019) and 14 different versions of
Extension walking programs (Harden et al., 2019). This duplication results in inefficient use of
Extension resources and low uptake of evidence-based programs – a priority area for the
Extension system (Dunifon et al., 2004; Fetsch et al., 2012).
To overcome these challenges, Extension scholars have called for better coordination of
programs across states to enhance the adoption, adaptation, delivery, and evaluation of evidencebased programs (Balis et al., 2018; Balis & Harden, 2019; Balis, Kennedy, et al., 2021; Balis,
Strayer, et al., 2019; Balis, Strayer, & Harden, 2021; Harden et al., 2021; Harden, Balis, et al.,
2020). Solutions include creating a national repository of evidence-based programs to facilitate
adoption (Harden, Steketee, et al., 2020), building capacity in program adaptation to retain core
components while changing adaptable components to enhance fit in new settings (Balis &
Harden, 2021.; Balis, Kennedy, et al., 2021), and comprehensive multi-state planning and
evaluation to determine impact beyond the original state (Balis, John, & Harden, 2019; Balis &
Strayer, 2019; Downey et al., 2017).
However, this multi-state evaluation is challenging, as programs undergo many practice-based
adaptations – making comparisons difficult – and state Extension services tend to use their own
evaluation measures rather than adopt common indicators across the country (Balis & Harden,
2019; Balis, Strayer, et al., 2019; Harden et al., 2019). For example, efforts have been underway
to establish a common evaluation across Extension walking programs and re-align state
programs with the core components of the original evidence-based program, Walk Kansas (Balis
& Harden, n.d.) As of yet, a national program has not been established (Harden et al., 2019).
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One Extension program that has been scaled-out with a common evaluation is Dining with
Diabetes (DWD), a program designed to improve diabetes management, nutrition, and physical
activity behaviors based on the Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986). As of 2020, 36 states
(72%) have purchased the DWD curriculum, indicating high penetration throughout Extension.
DWD is delivered with high fidelity and is evaluated through standard measures across states.
Thus, this presented an opportunity to understand 1) the transition of DWD from development
and dissemination through one state Extension service to the national working group and 2) the
effectiveness of DWD delivered through this nationally coordinated model, with an overall goal
of sharing lessons learned and implications for other Extension programs to be effectively
scaled-out.
History of the National Extension Dining with Diabetes Working Group
DWD was originally developed by West Virginia University Extension in 1998. The DWD
curriculum and resources were disseminated, and other state Extension systems began
implementing the program. However, resources (such as the USDA Food Guide Pyramid)
quickly became outdated, and the original grant used to develop DWD ended. State Extension
services that had adopted DWD began adapting the program. Since there was no national group
or administrator providing guidance on program fidelity or delivery, implementation of DWD
greatly varied between states, and no national impact was documented.
To address this challenge, in 2012, an educator within Ohio State University Extension
facilitated a DWD meeting at the National Extension Association of Family & Consumer
Sciences (NEAFCS) annual conference. Extension professionals from 20 states attended the
meeting and expressed interest in coordinating DWD nationally. Following the meeting in 2013,
strategy experts were hired using a small ($5,000) grant from the North Central Cooperative
Extension Association to help develop a structure and mission statement to drive the work.
Notably, this is the only grant received by the working group to date. The National Extension
Dining with Diabetes Working Group (NDWD) was formed with a mission to provide leadership
and coordination for unified program delivery and evaluation. Initial activities included writing
operating guidelines, electing officers, and forming subcommittees.
The original DWD curriculum was updated in 2014, released at the NEAFCS annual conference
in 2015, and continues to be used today. DWD is led by educators and includes four two-hour
classes and one follow-up class three to six months post-program. Instructors use the Idaho Plate
Method (Raidl et al., 2007) to demonstrate food preparation strategies and provide participants
the opportunity to taste diabetes-appropriate recipes. Weekly SMART (specific, measurable,
attainable, relevant, timely) goal setting is used to move attendees towards behavior changes to
improve health outcomes (Hood et al., 2018). In alignment with Extension’s open-access policy
(Balis, Strayer, et al., 2019; United States Department of Agriculture, n.d.), participants are not
required to have diabetes or pre-diabetes to participate.
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Need for Empirical Program Evaluation
While DWD has been disseminated to multiple states throughout Extension, the program’s
effectiveness when coordinated through the NDWD is unknown. To date, there are only two
published studies demonstrating the DWD program’s effectiveness within individual states. In
Pennsylvania, participants demonstrated significant improvement in diet and physical activity
behaviors and reduced hemoglobin A1C after completing the program (Griffie et al., 2018). In
Illinois, DWD participants improved knowledge of diabetes and nutrition and increased
confidence to improve their diets and prepare healthful meals (Chapman-Novakofski et al.,
2005).
Demonstrating national impact can heighten the public value of Extension (Franz, 2014) and
determine whether the program has been effectively translated from academic control at one
institution to practitioner control (Harden et al., 2021). During the initial years of the NDWD,
multi-state data was compiled into national reports, but program results were not empirically
analyzed or published for national impact. Therefore, in efforts to understand the effectiveness of
DWD, program evaluation results from participating states were analyzed in 2018 to determine
the effectiveness of the nationally coordinated model. These findings will be informative for
other Extension programs to be effectively scaled-out.
Methods
The study employed a pragmatic, quasi-experimental, real-world design (Bauer et al., 2015;
Dollahite et al., 2016; Glasgow, 2013; Zoellner et al., 2015). That is, we sought to answer the
question, “Does this intervention work under usual conditions?” rather than seeking to
understand efficacy under ideal control conditions (Thorpe et al., 2009). Thus, in alignment with
the pragmatic-explanatory continuum indicator summary (PRECIS) tool (Thorpe et al., 2009),
we used existing DWD program delivery and evaluation protocols (including practitionerdesigned surveys). State Extension services delivering DWD were encouraged to share annual
program evaluation data for compilation at the national level. Data were gathered from 2018
DWD program attendees in participating states through pre, post, and follow-up paper surveys
administered at the first, last, and follow-up classes. Four states shared data in 2018; the
respective Institutional Review Boards at Ohio State University, Kansas State University,
University of Idaho, and Purdue University approved this study as exempt. All DWD
participants in each of the four states were invited and eligible to complete the surveys and
provided written informed consent. Marketing for DWD participants included fliers, bulletin
boards, social media, websites, newspapers, and connections with stakeholders and medical
professionals.
Surveys measured participants’ knowledge and self-efficacy, behavior change, and self-reported
A1C (Griffie et al., 2018). A1C was considered a secondary outcome, as participants may not
have been aware of their levels, and clinical testing may not have aligned with program dates
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(e.g., participants who were tested once per year). Surveys items included 1) knowledge of core
concepts (seven categorical items with four to five responses, e.g., According to the Plate
Method, non-starchy vegetables are how much of your plate?), 2) frequency of diabetes
management (one item), meal planning (three items), and physical activity (one item) behaviors
over the past week (response options of zero to seven days, e.g., On how many of the last seven
days did you check your feet?), 3) diabetes management self-efficacy (four items; response
options of agree, disagree, and unsure; e.g., Diabetes is not that serious, especially when you feel
fine), and 4) frequency of nutrition behaviors (five items, five-point Likert scale from never to
always, e.g., How often do you eat… fried foods?).
The pre-program survey contained standard demographic items. The post-program and follow-up
surveys also assessed 1) advanced physical activity behaviors on dichotomous scales (e.g., Fit
exercise into your daily routine), 2) program-specific nutrition behaviors on a dichotomous scale
(e.g., I am using recipes provided by this program), and 3) lessons attended. Finally, the preprogram and follow-up surveys asked participants to report their most recent hemoglobin A1C
levels. Please see the Appendix for the pre, post, and follow-up surveys.
Statistical analysis was conducted using SPSS (IBM, Version 25). Means and standard
deviations of continuous variables and frequencies and proportions of categorical variables were
calculated. Friedman test with Bonferroni post hoc Wilcoxon signed-rank tests was used for the
knowledge of core concepts, diabetes management self-efficacy, and frequency of nutrition
behaviors items. Repeated measures ANOVA with Bonferroni post hoc was used to test for
differences in the frequency of diabetes management, meal planning, and physical activity
behaviors item. Pearson Chi-Square test was used to compare proportions for the dichotomous
advanced physical activity behaviors and program-specific nutrition behaviors items. Paired
sample t-test assessed for differences in A1C levels from pre-program to six-month follow-up.
Intent-to-treat analysis was used for all variables, as recommended for pragmatic trials (Thorpe
et al., 2009). That is, to deal with missing participant data, the last known value (e.g., postprogram survey item response for participants who did not complete the follow-up survey) was
used in the analysis. P values were set a priori, < 0.05.
Results
Demographics
DWD participants (N = 533) registered for the program and completed pre-program surveys.
These participants were primarily female (72%), non-Hispanic (90%), and white (92%); half
(51%) reported having diabetes. See Table 1 for detailed demographic variables. Of these
participants, 527 completed post-program surveys and 122 completed follow-up surveys.
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Table 1. Demographic Variables of Dining with
Diabetes Participants (N = 533)
Demographic Variables
Diabetes status
Diabetes
No diabetes
Not sure
Not reported
Age
40 or under
41-50
51-60
61-70
Over 70
Not reported
Gender
Male
Female
Not reported
Ethnicity
Hispanic or Latino
Non-Hispanic or Latino
Not reported
Race
White or European American
Black or African American
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Other
Two or more races
Not reported
Education level
Some high school
High School graduate or GED
Some college
Associate degree
Trade or technical school
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Professional degree
Doctorate degree
Not reported
Total household income
Less than $25,000
$25,001 to $50,000
$50,001 to $75,000
$75,001 to $100,000
$100,001 or more
Not reported

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

n (%)
274 (51)
225 (42)
12 (2)
11 (2)
26 (5)
34 (6)
106 (20)
192 (36)
163 (31)
12 (2)
138 (26)
382 (72)
13 (2)
18 (3)
481 (90)
34 (6)
485 (91)
11 (2)
6 (1)
3 (1)
4 (1)
7 (1)
17 (3)
14 (3)
112 (21)
108 (20)
59 (11)
39 (7)
79 (15)
63 (12)
36 (7)
8 (2)
15 (3)
85 (16)
120 (23)
106 (20)
88 (17)
40 (8)
94 (18)
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1
2
3
4
5
6 or more
Not reported

7

n (%)
104 (20)
316 (59)
46 (9)
29 (5)
10 (2)
4 (1)
24 (5)

Knowledge of Core Concepts
Due to scoring inconsistencies across states, the five knowledge items with multiple correct
answers could not be analyzed. For example, the answer to the question “Which of the following
foods contain carbohydrates? (Check all that apply)” lists correct responses as milk, regular soft
drink, banana, and potato chips, but not the response hamburger patty. Some states gave partial
credit by counting the number of correct responses marked (top score of four), while another
state also counted the absence of the incorrect response being checked (top score of five). Two
items with only one correct answer were compiled and scored across states. Statistically
significant increases were seen in knowledge of which food raises blood sugar levels the most
(x2(2) = 107.011, p = .000) and what proportion of a plate should be non-starchy vegetables
(x2(2) = 262.889, p = .000). Post hoc analysis with Wilcoxon signed-rank tests was conducted
with a Bonferroni correction applied, resulting in a significance level set at p < .017. There was a
significant difference in knowledge of which food raises blood sugar the most from pre- to postprogram (z = -7.351, p = .000) and pre-program to follow-up (z = 7.769, p = .000), and no
significant difference from post to follow-up (z = .221, p = .221). There was a significant
increase in knowledge of what proportion of a plate should be non-starchy vegetables from pre to
post (z = -11.862, p = .000) and pre to follow-up (z = -11.778, p = .000) but no difference from
post to follow-up (z = -.174, p = .862). See Table 2 for all pre, post, and follow-up survey values.
Frequency of Behaviors Over the Past Week
There were statistically significant differences in the number of days participants exercised for
20 minutes or more (F(2, 980) = 55.64, p = .000), ate a variety of fruits and vegetables (F(2, 976)
= 38.45, p = .000), considered portion sizes when making meal choices (F(2, 978) = 98.16, p =
.000), reviewed the food label before eating (F(2, 960) = 68.37, p = .000), and checked their feet
(F(2, 974) = 59.95, p = .000). Post hoc analysis with Bonferroni correction revealed that for four
of the behaviors, there were significant differences from pre to post-program and pre-program to
follow-up, and no significant difference from post-program to follow-up: exercising for 20
minutes or more (p = .000, p = .000, p = .226), eating a variety of fruits and vegetables (p =.000,
p = .000, p = 1.000), considering portion sizes (p = .000, p = .000, p = 1.000), and reviewing
food labels (p = .000, p = .000, p = 1.000). As for frequency of checking feet, there were
significant differences in each of the three comparisons (p = .000, p = .000, p = .002).
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Diabetes Management Self-Efficacy
There were statistically significant increases in perceptions of making a positive difference in
diabetes and health (x2(2) = 6.250, p = .044), confidence in keeping diabetes under control (x2(2)
= 106.685, p = .000), and belief that diabetes is not that serious (x2(2) = 10.146, p = .006). There
was a significant decrease in the perception of feeling overwhelmed by the demands of living
with diabetes (x2(2) = 95.986, p = .000). Post hoc analysis with Wilcoxon signed-rank tests was
conducted with a Bonferroni correction applied, resulting in a significance level set at p < .017.
There was no significant difference in perceptions of making a positive difference in diabetes
and health from pre- to post-program, pre to follow-up, or post to follow-up (z = -1.897, p =
.058; z = -1.897, p = .058; z = .000, p = 1.000). There was a significant difference in confidence
keeping diabetes under control from pre to post (z = -7.314, p = .000) and pre to follow-up (z =
-7.627, p = .000), and no significant difference from post to follow-up (z = -1.597, p = .074).
There was no significant difference in belief that diabetes is not serious from pre to post or pre to
follow-up (z = -2.039, p = .041; z = -1.597, p = .110), but a significant increase from post to
follow-up (z = -3.915, p = .000). Finally, there was a significant decrease in the perception of
feeling overwhelmed by the demands of living with diabetes from pre to post and pre to followup (z = -7.064, p = .000; z = -6.463, p = .000) and no difference from post to follow-up (z = .931, p = .352).
Frequency of Nutrition Behaviors
There were statistically significant differences in frequencies of each nutrition behavior:
consuming fried foods, five or more servings of fruits and vegetables in a day, three servings of
dairy products in a day, sugary beverages, and baked fish (x2(2) = 16.29, p = .000; x2(2) = 65.21,
p = .000; x2(2) = 8.00, p = .018; x2(2) = 25.76, p = .000; x2(2) = 16.2805, p = .000). Post hoc
analysis with Wilcoxon signed-rank tests was conducted with a Bonferroni correction applied,
resulting in a significance level set at p < .017. For each of the five nutrition behaviors, there
were significant differences from pre- to post-program and pre-program to follow-up, and no
significant difference from post to follow up: consuming fried foods (z = -2.519, p = .012; z =
-3.034, p = .002; z = -1.543, p = .123), five or more servings of fruits and vegetables in a day (z =
-5.812, p = .000; z = -6.256, p = .000; z = -1.573, p = .116), three servings of dairy products in a
day (z = -2.621, p = .009; z = -3.143, p = .002; z = -1.347, p = .178), sugary beverages (z =
-3.556, p = .000; z = -3.408, p = .001, z = -.292, p = .771), and baked fish (z = -3.449, p = .001; z
= -3.550, p = .000; z = -.490, p = .642).
Advanced Physical Activity Behaviors
There were no statistically significant differences in the proportion of participants who fit
exercise into daily routines, exercised continuously for at least 30 minutes at least 3 times per
week, or participated in physical activity on a daily basis from post-program to follow-up (x2 (1,
N = 318) = 1.068, p = .118; x2 (1, N = 318) = 1.818, p = .178; x2 (1, N = 318) = 1.5354, p = .215).
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Program-Specific Nutrition Behaviors
There were no statistically significant differences in the proportion of participants who cooked
more at home, ate smaller portions, or used recipes provided by the program from post-program
to follow-up (x2 (1, N = 353) = 2.44, p = .301; x2 (1, N = 369) = .461, p = .497; x2 (1, N = 358) =
.204, p = .651).
Lessons Attended
Of the four DWD lessons, participants had attended lesson one, (n = 478, 91%), two (n = 469,
89%), three (n = 449, 85%), and four (n = 490, 93%).
Hemoglobin A1C Levels
There was a statistically significant decrease (t(278) = 2.203, p = .028) in A1C levels from preprogram to follow-up.
Table 2. Changes in Dining with Diabetes Participants’ Knowledge, Self-efficacy, Behaviors,
and A1C Levels
Knowledge of Core Concepts
Which food raises blood sugar levels the most?
According to the plate method, non-starchy
vegetables are how much of your plate?
Frequency of Behaviors Over the Past Week
Exercise for 20 minutes or more (n = 491)
Eat a variety of fruits and vegetables (n = 489)
Consider portion sizes when making meal choices
(n = 490)
Review the food label before eating (n = 481)
Check your feet (n = 488)
Diabetes Management Self-Efficacy
When it comes to diabetes and health, what I do can
make a positive difference for me or the person I
care for with diabetes (n = 529)
I feel confident I can keep my diabetes under
control or help the person I care for keep their
diabetes under control (n = 529)
Diabetes is not that serious, especially when you
feel fine (n = 529)
I am feeling overwhelmed by the demands of living
with diabetes or caring for someone living with
diabetes (n = 529)
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Pre
Post
Follow-up
Median (Interquartile Range)
1.00 (.00 to
1.00 (.00 to
1.00 (1.00 to
1.00)
1.00)*
1.00)*
.00 (.00 to
1.00 (1.00 to
1.00 (1.00 to
1.00)
1.00)*
1.00)*
Mean (SD)
2.77 (+2.42)
3.51 (+2.30)* 3.59 (+2.26)*
4.80 (+2.15)
5.35 (+1.81)* 5.39 (+1.83)*
4.36 (+2.60)
5.48 (+2.00)* 5.51 (+1.98)*
3.66 (+2.78)
4.69 (+2.36)* 4.7 (+2.37)*
3.00 (+2.98)
3.89 (+2.94)* 4.09 (+2.89)*
Median (Interquartile Range)
3.00 (3.00 to
3.00 (3.00 to
3.00 (3.00 to
3.00)
3.00)
3.00)
3.00 (2.00 to
3.00)

3.00 (3.00 to
3.00)*

3.00 (3.00 to
3.00)*

1.00 (1.00 to
1.00)
2.00 (1.00 to
3.00)

1.00 (1.00 to
1.00)
1.00 (1.00 to
1.00)*

1.00 (1.00 to
1.00)
1.00 (1.00 to
3.00)*
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Frequency of Nutrition Behaviors
Fried foods (n = 529)
Five or more servings of fruits and vegetables in a
day (n = 529)
Three servings of dairy products in a day (n = 529)
Sugary beverages (n = 528)
Baked fish (n = 529)
Advanced Physical Activity Behaviors
Fit exercise into your daily routine (n = 318)
Exercise continuously for at least 30 minutes at least
3 times per week (n = 318)
Participate in physical activity such as walking on a
daily basis (n = 318)
Program-Specific Nutrition Behaviors
I am cooking more at home (n = 353)
I am eating small portions (n = 369)
I am using recipes provided by this program (n =
358)
A1C Level
A1C level (n = 288)
*Significant difference from pre-test, p < .05

Pre
Post
Follow-up
Median (Interquartile Range)
2.00 (1.00 to
2.00 (1.00 to
2.00 (1.00 to
2.00)
2.00)*
2.00)*
2.00 (1.00 to
2.00 (2.00 to
2.00 (2.00 to
3.00)
3.00)*
3.00)*
2.00 (1.00 to
2.00 (1.00 to
2.00 (1.00 to
3.00)
3.00)*
3.00)*
2.00 (1.00 to
1.00 (.00 to
1.00 (.00 to
3.00)
2.00)*
2.00)*
2.00 (1.00 to
2.00 (1.00 to
2.00 (1.00 to
2.00)
2.00)*
2.00)*
n (%)
--215 (68)
227 (71)
--148 (47)
165 (52)
---

196 (62)

211 (66)

-------

n (%)
291 (82)
337 (91)
277 (77)

306 (87)
342 (93)
281 (78)

Mean (SD)
---

7.14 (+1.62)*

7.23 (+1.68)

Discussion
Overall, the multi-state, nationally-coordinated DWD program is effective in changing
participants’ diabetes management behaviors, self-efficacy, and A1C levels – and in maintaining
these changes three to six months post-program. These results are similar to single-state studies,
which found DWD effective in changing behaviors, A1C levels, knowledge, and confidence
(Chapman-Novakofski et al., 2005; Griffie et al., 2018). These results add to the literature in
demonstrating that the program maintained effectiveness when being scaled-out to new delivery
settings and populations and when moving to a new national (rather than state-specific)
coordination model. Multi-state data are important for establishing DWD as an evidence-based
program instead of single-state studies that show effectiveness (but typically use different
evaluation measures between states; Balis, Strayer, et al., 2019; Harden et al., 2019).
Based on the results presented here, DWD was effective in changing all the diabetes
management behaviors assessed, including diabetes management, meal planning, nutritional
intake, and physical activity. This is important because Extension has an evidence-based
program to fill the gap in communities with limited resources for individuals living with
diabetes. DWD provides a concrete example of how Extension can positively impact major
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public health challenges that disproportionately impact communities with fewer healthcare and
public health resources.
The program was also effective in changing two of the four self-efficacy constructs assessed.
Results for the two other constructs (believing that your actions can make a difference in
diabetes management and health and believing that diabetes is not that serious) reveal that
participants had high self-efficacy upon beginning the DWD program, and it remained high after
completing the program.
While a majority of DWD participants reported achieving advanced physical activity behaviors
and program-specific nutrition behaviors, these items were not assessed at pre-program, so it is
unknown whether these behaviors were the result of program participation. Also, changes in
knowledge of core concepts were unfeasible to determine because of scoring inconsistencies
between states. These challenges reveal implications for system-level changes to enhance data
collection, analysis, and reporting. This study has unearthed implications for other Extension
programs to replicate the NDWD national coordination model, detailed in the implications
section.
Finally, based on the results presented here, efforts may be needed to reach a more diverse
population to address diabetes-related health disparities (Chin et al., 2014). Iterative use of the
RE-AIM framework is suggested to improve program reach and enhance public health impact
(Harden et al., 2018). For example, in the program planning phase, Extension practitioners are
encouraged to define the priority population for the program and consider how participation
obstacles will be removed (e.g., engaging with community partners to recruit underserved
populations; Balis et al., 2019). During program implementation and evaluation, suggestions
include fully assessing the “reach” dimension: number, proportion, and representativeness of
program participants (Glasgow et al., 1999, 2019). This information can be used to refine the
program continually (e.g., planning to recruit populations that were less likely to participate;
Balis & Harden, n.d.). Additionally, an improvement to the DWD program evaluation would be
capturing participant demographics with more granularity. For example, “Over 70” is a broad
age group. Asking participants for their year of birth could result in a better understanding of
who participates.
Limitations
This work is not without limitations. First, different state approaches to compiling and scoring
data were a challenge that resulted in the inability to analyze the majority of knowledge question
items. While this is a substantial limitation of the study, the data missingness is important to
report and informs next steps. Second, only four states contributed to this initial effort to compile
national data; they are likely not representative of all DWD participants nationally. Efforts are
underway to understand how many state Extension services deliver DWD each year of the 36
that purchased curriculum and increase national data compilation and analysis. Third, collecting
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 10, Number 1, 2022

Multi-State Diabetes Efforts

12

follow-up data is a challenge and not uncommon with community-based programs (Holden et al.,
2015). Ninety-eight percent of program participants completed both the pre-program and postprogram surveys, while only 23% (n = 122) completed the follow-up survey. Related, collecting
self-reported A1C data was also a challenge; this may be because participants do not know their
A1C levels or that program dates may not align with clinical testing (e.g., for participants who
are tested annually). For data collection to be successful in community-based programs,
measures need to be feasible and pragmatic (Balis et al., 2018; Balis & Harden, 2019, 2021;
Balis & Strayer, 2019; Glasgow, 2013). Thus, this program emphasizes nutrition, physical
activity, and goal-setting behavior changes as indicators for improved diabetes management and
blood glucose control (Hood et al., 2018).
Implications for Research and Practice
The challenges encountered in coordinating data collection and analysis in this multi-state study
lead to implications for other Extension programs to be effectively scaled-out across states. One
barrier to compiling data across state Extension services is state-level reporting requirements.
The NDWD created national Qualtrics surveys for each state to input pre, post-, and follow-up
program evaluation results. However, states may be required to use their own Qualtrics or other
evaluation systems, requiring duplication of data entry. The NDWD had developed a scoring
guide and reporting system to facilitate accurate analysis and reporting. However, based on the
results of this study, the guide needs to include more specific protocol for scoring to increase the
uniformity and accuracy of national results.
Collecting follow-up data was also difficult. If participants were unable to attend the follow-up
class to complete the final survey, some educators mailed the survey to participants to complete
and return. Future programming should consider the addition of follow-up phone calls,
newsletters, social media contacts, e-mail, and other novel strategies for participants to receive
post-program support and remain engaged through the follow-up evaluation (Fincham et al.,
2011; White et al., 2018).
In general, collecting national data on Extension programs is a challenge (Kushner et al., 2017).
There is no national umbrella organization directing programming and evaluation nor a nationallevel statistician or evaluator. Protected time for this role could aid national evaluation and
research efforts for many Extension programs (e.g., one data collection and scoring system).
Offering training and technical assistance to state DWD program leaders could also improve data
collection and analysis efforts.
Using a comprehensive planning and evaluation framework such as RE-AIM (reach,
effectiveness, adoption, implementation, maintenance; Glasgow et al., 1999, 2019) could also
strengthen understanding of the overall national impact of DWD. While data were collected on
reach, effectiveness, and individual-level maintenance for the four contributing states,
developing indicators of adoption and setting-level maintenance (at both state and educator
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levels) could present a broader picture of the public health impact of DWD. Related efforts are
underway to understand better and capture implementation data, including fidelity, adaptations,
and cost (Balis et al., n.d.)
While improvements in empirical program evaluation are necessary, without a shift in focus
away from “program development,” program duplication is likely to continue. Engaging
Extension Directors and university-level promotion committees in discussions around changing
requirements is a suggested starting point. Paired with this, efforts to train Extension
professionals on selecting, adapting, delivering, and evaluating evidence-based programs can
start the discussion on changed expectations from the bottom up. With this will need to come
new metrics of success. For example, perhaps replacing “programs delivered” and “materials
created” sections from promotion packets with “evidence-based programs delivered," “culturally
appropriate adaptations,” and “multi-state evaluation” would incentivize the necessary work to
deliver programs with the strongest impact on improving the health of Americans.
Taken together, the NDWD has been successful in disseminating and managing DWD through
Extension. Despite the challenges in data collection and analysis, NDWD successfully addressed
an obstacle faced by many community-based programs: what happens when the original grant
ends, and there are no specific funds for iterative program refinement, evaluation, or training.
Indeed, this barrier is common to community-based programs (Chen et al., 2012). While
additional funding could certainly strengthen the NDWD, especially in terms of data analysis and
evaluation, this national effort succeeded in program dissemination and management by using
several tested implementation strategies encouraging adoption, implementation, and
sustainability (Powell et al., 2015). See Table 3 for implementation strategies used by the
NDWD based on the Expert Recommendations for Implementing Change (ERIC) project’s
compilation of implementation strategies (Powell et al., 2015).
These strategies can serve as examples to Extension practitioners to scale-out programs and
determine effectiveness across states. For Extension to be publicly recognized for its health
promotion programs, better dissemination, implementation, and evaluation are needed.
Collaborative work at the national level is recommended to reduce the duplication of efforts
common with health promotion programs in Extension and more effectively use resources. The
research reported here indicates that DWD is effective on a multi-state scale and that effective
Extension programs delivered across states may benefit from a similar national working group
structure. Future efforts include improving program evaluation processes to demonstrate national
impact better.
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Table 3. Implementation Strategies Used by NDWD
Implementation
Strategy
Identify and prepare
champions

Definition (adapted for community settings)
Identify and prepare individuals who dedicate
themselves to supporting, marketing, and driving
through an implementation, overcoming indifference
or resistance that the intervention may provoke in an
organization

NDWD Application
Program champion
planned and facilitated
initial meeting

Access new funding

Access new or existing money to facilitate the
implementation

Core NDWD team
received a small grant
to hire strategy experts
to develop a structure
and mission statement

Use advisory boards
and workgroups

Create and engage a formal group of multiple kinds
of stakeholders to provide input and advice on
implementation efforts and to elicit
recommendations for improvements

NDWD meets
quarterly via Zoom
and annually in-person
in conjunction with a
professional
conference

Develop educational
materials

Develop and format manuals, toolkits, and other
supporting materials in ways that make it easier for
stakeholders to learn about the evidence-based
program and for staff (educators, volunteers,
paraprofessionals) to learn how to deliver the
evidence-based program

Documents are stored
on Google Drive

Assess for readiness
and identify barriers
and facilitators

Assess various aspects of an organization to
determine its degree of readiness to implement,
barriers that may impede implementation, and
strengths that can be used in the implementation
effort

State program leaders
were polled to develop
an evaluation protocol.
In the future, other
staff with evaluation
expertise (e.g.,
specialists) should also
be included

Provide ongoing
consultation

Provide ongoing consultation with one or more
experts in the strategies used to support
implementing the evidence-based program

Consultation is offered
to states that purchase
curriculum

Conduct ongoing
training

Plan for and conduct training in the evidence-based
program in an ongoing way

Training is offered to
states that purchase
curriculum

Promote adaptability

Identify the ways an evidence-based program can be
tailored to meet local needs and clarify which
elements of the evidence-based program must be
maintained to preserve fidelity

Materials have been
developed in Spanish
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Financial education is an approach financial professionals use with their clients
to build effective money management skills across the life cycle. Financial
professionals conceptualize and identify their role in providing financial
education in various ways. This study used a triangulation mixed methods design
from a 2013 national survey to understand how financial professionals articulate
their role and to determine the delivery methods used when working with clients.
The survey was first included in the analysis piloted with nine financial
professionals, followed by a revised survey sent to memberships of various
professional organizations resulting in 251 responses. When financial
professionals were asked about the financial delivery method used with their
clients, their response indicated it depended on the context of the client and the
content of their financial concerns. Therefore, findings suggest that the process or
relationship between the practitioner and client must have elements of flexibility
and adaptability woven into their delivery method based on what the client brings
to the session and/or workshop.
Keywords: financial capability, financial delivery methods, financial education
professionals, mixed-methods, social-ecological model
Introduction
The field of financial education is conceptualized as both diverse and complex (Hensley, 2015;
Menzies, 2013; Schuchardt et al., 2007), suggesting that individuals and families are seeking
professional support (Way & Holden, 2009) to implement sound financial decisions (Hensley,
2015). The field’s evolution has propelled researchers and professionals alike to move towards a
common understanding of how it is conceptualized and what service professionals offer
(Schuchardt et al., 2007). Ongoing discussions speak to the need to better articulate what
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financial education is, how financial professionals describe their work, and what delivery
methods are used (Schuchardt et al., 2009).
In the past, how one made financial decisions was viewed on the individual or family level as a
personal concern/problem. In recent years, it has become a societal concern with the potential for
public policy implications (Way & Holden, 2009). Further, understanding the process(es) used in
delivering financial education can support program development and help individuals and
families make positive behavior changes that can improve their financial health across the life
cycle (Schuchardt et al., 2009). This study focuses on how financial professionals define their
role and determine the delivery methods they use when providing financial education to their
clients.
Literature Review
Successful management of personal finances can feel like an overwhelming task. Challenges to
managing personal finances are often paired with trends occurring in the United States economy
– including poor consumer knowledge and skills; cost and access issues related to meeting basic
family needs; questionable lending practices in the marketplace; increases in consumer debt;
decreases in consumer savings; and increases in technology use to manage money (Lander,
2018). Economic trends, too, may influence more than just one’s financial standing. They can
contribute significantly to needs in financial capability assistance, i.e., the actual “doing” of
managing one’s own money successfully, wherein financial knowledge and skills are put into
action (Remund, 2010).
The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB, 2016) takes this term a step further in
referring to it as financial empowerment. “Financial empowerment goes beyond acquiring
knowledge. … [It] includes financial education and financial literacy, but it focuses both on
building your ability to manage money and use financial services and on helping to access
products that work for you” (p. 9). Research confirms, too, that not having financial knowledge
and skills is a considerable barrier to successful financial practice (Fox et al., 2005).
Many financial capability programs have been developed in an effort to strengthen the financial
knowledge of consumers and their ability to address these challenges. Community organizations
and groups providing programs include Cooperative Extension programs, educational
institutions, employers, faith-based groups, financial institutions, and human service agencies.
Programs are delivered in various ways, including classroom, one-on-one, telephone, and virtual
settings (Schuchardt et al., 2009) with various professionals, e.g., case managers, coaches,
counselors, educators, mentors, and planners (Lander, 2018).
The goal of most financial education programs is to create behavior change by first increasing
the knowledge and skills of participants, which then inform opportunities to apply what they
learned to their own unique financial situation (Hensley, 2015). Fox et al. (2005) stated that
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“financial education can include any program that addresses the knowledge, attitudes, and/or
behavior of an individual toward financial topics and concepts” (p. 195). Huston (2010) further
defined financial education as “an input intended to increase a person’s human capital,
specifically financial knowledge and/or application (i.e., financial literacy)” (p. 308).
Financial professionals use a variety of titles to identify their roles. These titles provide insights
into how they work with clients toward developing healthy financial behaviors and – ultimately –
financial security. Clients are often at different stages when they meet with a financial
professional. Some may have been referred by another organization, others may be required by
the courts or social services, and others may seek help on their own accord. Regardless of how
the support was initiated, Moreland (2018) suggests that people who had sought out financial
advice benefited from doing so (e.g., improved financial knowledge, increased confidence in
their financial skills) in comparison to those not seeking out such advice.
Katras et al. (2014) stated that a financial professional could play several different roles (coach,
counselor, educator) within the same position depending on the needs of each client. Providing
an overview of how financial professionals identify these role(s) and delivery methods is
important in informing future research. Doing this will orient scholarship towards a better
understanding of best practices in financial education. From a financial professional’s
perspective, it is important to identify and understand these practices to integrate current efforts
to meet the needs of different audiences and improve future programming.
Theoretical Model
Financial practitioners and researchers have long focused on contextual and environmental
factors influencing the personal use of finances. This is evident in the early adoption of theories
informing practice, such as the social-ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), life cycle model
(Ando & Modigliani, 1963), and the ecosystem model of family resource management (Paolucci
et al., 1977; Rettig et al., 1993, as cited in Hogan et al., 2004). Additionally, financial
practitioners and researchers borrow expertise from the counseling, psychology, and other
helping fields, alongside specific counseling methods that aid their work with individuals and
families (Lyons & Neelakantan, 2008; Schuchardt et al., 2007).
The social-ecological model proposes that there are relationships between people in families,
their community, and the larger societal contexts and settings that they inhabit (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). One of the most important tenets of this theory is that all things are interrelated, and little
can be understood outside of its context. In the field of counseling, the term “context” has been
clarified to span across personal-, professional-, and institutional- arenas (Sue et al., 1998). For
example, context can be described as the situation that a client brings to a session or financial
literacy workshop, which informs how best to help them – whether a retired person is living on a
limited budget or a single parent who has lost their job because of budget cuts.
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The study described here is guided by three components of counseling: content, process, and
context (Fullmer & Bernard, 1964; Goldman, 1954). The concept of “content” was defined as the
nature of the concern, the information being exchanged, or the topic of discussion within a
counseling or therapy session (Goldman, 1954). The concept of “process” was defined as the
relationship that the professional and client have with each other within the session, and the
concept of “context” was defined as the structure or the organization of the session (Goldman,
1954). Both the concepts of content and process have been used in counseling and social work
fields as a useful method to analyze counseling (Goldman, 1954; Schein, 1978; Torres-Rivera et
al., 2001). Context was added as an additional important component to understand counseling,
derived from social-ecological and general systems theories (Cook, 2015; Goldman, 1954).
When applying the social-ecological model, a client is part of a larger system, both influencing
and being influenced by their context. As a result, financial professionals need to clearly
understand a client’s situation in order to provide guidance. To identify their role, they need to
understand the client’s needs, such as the issues or topics that need to be addressed (content),
what the relationship between the client and professional would look like (process), and in what
way would the content be delivered (context). The social-ecological model provides a framework
to better understand financial professionals’ work with their clients.
Methods
This study used a triangulation mixed methods design. Qualitative and quantitative data were
collected simultaneously but were analyzed separately. Results of each method were then
combined and/or compared (Creswell, 2003; Creswell & Plano, 2007). A mixed-methods
approach provides a broader perspective on the interactions of financial professionals and their
clients (Creswell & Plano, 2007).
Data and Data Collection
The Financial Delivery Methods (FDM) project developed an online survey that was distributed
to financial professionals across the United States. Respondents were asked about their job and
how they perceive their role as a financial professional (e.g., job title, type of employer, types of
certifications, job roles, number of years working in the field), characteristics of their
target/typical clients (e.g., employment, living arrangements, age, knowledge in managing
personal finances, financial situation, income), interactions with clients (e.g., frequency of
meetings, content/topics covered, how they meet, tasks conducted, critical needs, use of
technology), and basic demographics (e.g., age, gender, education level, race/ethnicity, state of
residence).
After securing approval from the University’s Institutional Review Board, the survey was piloted
in July and August 2013. Feedback and recommendations were used to revise the wording of
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select survey questions to provide more clarity. The final survey was distributed online in the fall
of 2013.
The survey was sent to financial professionals across the United States. Respondents from five
professional organizations who provided financial education were recruited through the
organizations’ listservs, electronic newsletters, and social media. One organization distributed
the survey invitation to some members located in other countries; however, data for this study
were based on U.S. respondents only. In sum, the invitation to participate in the project was sent
to approximately 1,800 individuals.
Respondents self-selected to participate in the survey (which took 15-20 minutes to complete)
via a web link. Responses were received from 274 individuals. Respondents that did not answer
all survey items were removed (n = 23), resulting in useable data from 251 individuals.
Measures
Descriptive measures were assessed for data on age (categories), gender (male; female),
education attainment (categories), employer sector (categories), and how respondents identified
their role as a financial professional (categories). Financial professionals were asked to rank the
three roles they identified most closely with from the following options: financial accountant,
financial analyst, financial case manager, financial coach, financial counselor, financial educator,
financial mentor, financial planner, financial therapist, self-sufficiency counselor, and other.
Additional measures were guided by three aforementioned components of counseling: content,
process, and context (Fullmer & Bernard, 1964; Goldman, 1954). Each of the three areas, and
survey questions paired with them, are described below. The concept of content was used by
examining how respondents described the knowledge that was delivered in their financial
sessions with clients. Specifically, they were asked questions about the types of topics discussed
with their clients. Specific content/topics queried about included: budgeting/spending planning;
credit management; debt management; financial decision-making; housing issues; identity theft;
recordkeeping; and saving/investing. Frequencies of discussions pertaining to these foci were
measured on a four-point scale (1 = never; 4 = always). A follow-up open-ended question was
then asked to facilitate respondents’ ability to provide additional comments as indicated.
Respondents were also asked about the tasks they conducted with clients (e.g., help plan future
strategies; provide feedback; provide advice; provide financial education; encourage the use of
mindful financial decision-making; encourage/discourage financial behaviors; monitor financial
behaviors; encourage the purchase of financial products/services; sell financial products/services;
instruct client what to do), with frequencies measured on a four-point scale (1 = never; 4 =
always). A follow-up open-ended question allowed additional comments.
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Process. The concept of process was examined by asking respondents about their interactions
with their clients. Queries about these interactions were based on terminology covered in a
widely used financial counseling textbook authored by Pulvino and Pulvino (2010). Financial
professionals who have taken the Accredited Financial Counselor (AFC) examination are
familiar with the terminology. Definitions of the terms (remedial, productive, and preventive)
were provided for respondents unfamiliar with this terminology. Respondents were given several
options to indicate the types of interactions they had with their clients based on the terminology.
Respondents were asked who provided the drive and agenda for client sessions. They were asked
how sessions were led (client-led, professional-led, or both client and professional-led) according
to a four-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 4 = strongly agree).
Context. To understand the structure or organization of the sessions, context was examined by
asking respondents to indicate how often they met with their target/typical clients, with an option
to check all that applied. This question was measured on a six-point scale (1 = one time only; 6 =
as needed). Respondents were also asked how they typically work with their clients, with an
option to check all that applied. This was measured on a 12-point scale (1 = one-on-one in
person; 12 = large group (11 or more) online).
Understanding the influence that macro-level changes had on the financial professional’s work,
respondents were asked if the United States’ economy has influenced how they interact with
their clients in the past few years. This was measured on a four-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree; 4 = strongly agree). A follow-up open-ended question asked the respondent to provide
additional comments about this topic.
Analysis Procedures
A triangulation mixed methods design was utilized in this study, wherein both qualitative and
quantitative data were collected simultaneously. For the quantitative data, variables were
identified in the three areas discussed above. Data analyses began with descriptive statistics to
portray the characteristics of the respondents.
Qualitative data were analyzed to identify key themes within the three aforementioned
components of counseling (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). Open-ended questions corresponding
with content, process, and context were reviewed by all team members to ensure that the
questions related to the intended foci. Then the responses for each component were read and
coded by two team members separately to ensure inter-rater reliability. The pair of researchers
then discussed their results, negotiated any disagreements, and came to a shared agreement
regarding key themes.
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Results
Sample Description
Financial professionals (n = 251) from 40 states participated in the online survey. Almost twothirds (63.9%) of the respondents were 45 years of age or older, 75.1% were female, and the
majority had a bachelor’s degree or higher (87.4%). Almost one-third (32%) worked for a
nonprofit organization, 17.1% worked in the military, 14.7% worked in Extension, and 9.6%
worked in education. See Table 1.
Table 1. Description of Study Respondents’ Characteristics (N = 251)
Number of Respondents
(N)

Percent
(%)

Characteristics
Age, yearsb
18-24
2
1.0
25-34
27
13.2
35-44
45
22.0
45-54
62
30.2
55-64
51
24.9
65-74
14
6.8
75+
4
2.0
No response/missing
46
18.3 (a)
Genderb
Male
51
24.9
Female
154
75.1
No response/missing
46
18.3 (a)
Educational Levelc
High School Graduate / GED
3
1.4
Associate Degree
6
2.9
Some College
12
5.8
Bachelor’s degree
70
33.8
Master’s Degree
93
44.9
Ph.D. Degree
16
7.7
Professional Degree
2
1
Other
5
2.4
No response/missing
44
17.5 (a)
Type of Employer Sector
Education
24
9.6
Extension
37
14.7
For Profit Business
21
8.4
Nonprofit Organization
80
31.9
Human Service Organization
5
2.0
Military
43
17.1
Self-Employed
21
8.4
Other
20
8.0
Note. a “No responses” and missing responses were not calculated in the total percentage.
b
Calculated as a percent of 205 respondents versus 251 respondents.
c
Calculated as a percent of 207 respondents versus 251 respondents.
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Financial professionals were asked to rank the three roles they most closely identified with from
one to three, with one being the most identified role. The top three roles that the respondents
identified first were as a financial educator (49%), next as a financial counselor (36.7%), and
followed by a financial coach (17.5%). See Table 2.
Table 2. Top 3 Roles Identified
Top 3 Roles Identified
Financial Accountant
Financial Analyst
Financial Case Manager
Financial Coach
Financial Counselor
Financial Educator
Financial Mentor
Financial Planner
Self-sufficiency Counselor
Financial Therapist
Other

Role 1 (%)
2.0
4.0
3.6
17.5
36.7
49.0
5.6
5.2
6.8
0.8
4.8

Role 2 (%)
2.0
5.2
8.0
22.7
22.7
23.9
14.7
8.0
8.0
5.6
0.8

Role 3 (%)
12.7
10.0
11.6
17.1
11.6
11.2
17.5
9.6
8.8
10.8
4.4

Content
This study utilized the concept of content consistent with its common understanding within the
field by selecting variables that exemplified which content was being discussed and the tasks
performed with clients. The eight financial topics assessed are outlined in Table 3. Many
responded that they typically discussed basic financial education content with their clients. Of
these, respondents indicated that they “always” addressed budgeting/spending (71.1%), financial
decision-making (58.6%), credit management (43.5%), and saving and investing (40.5%) with
clients. Respondents “frequently” discussed debt management (45.7%) and recordkeeping
(32.8%). Identity theft (57.2%) and housing issues (47.3%) were “occasionally” discussed.
Table 3. Content: How often do you address the following content/topics with your
target/typical clients?
Always
Frequently
Content/Topics
%
%
Budgeting/Spending Planninga
71.1
22.6
Credit Managementb
43.5
43.1
Debt Managementc
42.9
45.7
Financial Decision-Makingc
58.6
28.6
d
Housing Issues
15.6
32.7
Identity Thefte
12.5
18.8
Recordkeepingf
30.9
32.8
Saving and Investingc
40.5
40.0
Note. Missing data were removed from the calculation of percentages.
a
Calculated as a percent of 212 respondents versus 251 respondents.
b
Calculated as a percent of 209 respondents versus 251 respondents.
c
Calculated as a percent of 210 respondents versus 251 respondents.
d
Calculated as a percent of 205 respondents versus 251 respondents.
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Occasionally
%
6.1
12.9
11.0
12.4
47.3
57.2
31.4
19.0

Never
%
0.0
0.5
0.5
0.5
4.4
11.5
4.9
0.5
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Calculated as a percent of 208 respondents versus 251 respondents.
Calculated as a percent of 204 respondents versus 251 respondents.

Respondents were also asked to provide further comments about the content they discussed with
their clients. A subtheme that emerged in this area was that the work was primarily client-driven.
Several respondents stated that, while they may discuss the basic financial concepts listed above,
deciding what content to discuss was ultimately led by the client’s presenting needs.
Respondents shared that their approach “varies by audience and location,” that “most clients are
interested in help with retirement planning,” and “the majority of clients that come in are driven
by cash flow and budget issues,” which illustrates how financial professionals were flexible and
focused on their clients’ presenting needs, rather than having a prepared session agenda when
working with their clients.
The respondents described meeting clients where they were at financially, too. For example,
some clients may already have a budget developed when they come in for services, while others
may need to be introduced to the concept. Respondents talked about the process of determining
what skills and knowledge were needed to help address the client’s current financial situation
and/or what content could be introduced in the future. Several respondents commented, too, that
the key to effective content was tailoring it to the needs of the individual to support their
financial situation at that time. One respondent noted: “The only time I don’t discuss saving and
investing is when we’re in the ‘salvage’ mode of dealing with a serious debt/cash-flow problem.
Once such a client is ‘stabilized,’ I bring up saving/investing.”
Looking to the future and planning ahead based on a client’s situation also informed the content
delivered. Future-oriented topics such as paying for college, paying off debt, investing, saving at
tax time, and gaining access to an Individual Development Account (IDA) were topics that the
financial professionals reported clients as having identified as salient. Respondents commented
that interest in these topics helped individuals and families think long-term and plan for the
future.
When respondents were asked about tasks they do with target/typical clients (see Table 4),
almost three-fourths (72.7%) reported that they always provided financial education. More than
half (58.1%) always encouraged mindful financial decision-making. Less than half (44.0%)
reported encouraging or discouraging financial behaviors frequently with their clients or helping
their clients plan future strategies (43.8%). Lastly, 91.1% of the respondents never tried to sell
clients financial products or services; 52.9% never encouraged clients to purchase financial
products/services, and 40.7% of the respondents indicated they never instructed clients on what
to do.
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Table 4. Content: Which of the following tasks do you do with target/typical clients?
Always
Frequently
Tasks Performed
%
%
Help plan future strategiesa
36.1
43.8
Provide feedbackb
45.4
38.6
Provide advicec
34.6
30.2
d
Provide financial education
72.7
21.5
Encourage the use of mindful
58.1
32.9
financial decision-makinge
Encourage/discourage financial
37.3
44.0
behaviorsd
f
Monitor financial behaviors
11.8
27.0
Encourage the purchase of financial
4.4
7.4
products/servicesf
Sell financial products servicesg
1.0
2.5
Instruct client what to dof
11.3
13.7
Note. Missing data were removed from the calculation of percentages.
a
Calculated as a percent of 208 respondents versus 251 respondents.
b
Calculated as a percent of 207 respondents versus 251 respondents.
c
Calculated as a percent of 205 respondents versus 251 respondents.
d
Calculated as a percent of 209 respondents versus 251 respondents.
e
Calculated as a percent of 210 respondents versus 251 respondents.
f
Calculated as a percent of 204 respondents versus 251 respondents.
g
Calculated as a percent of 203 respondents versus 251 respondents.

Occasionally
%
19.7
14.5
23.9
5.7

Never
%
0.5
1.4
11.2
0.0

9.0

0.0

16.7

1.9

41.2

20.1

35.3

52.9

5.4
34.4

91.1
40.7

A subtheme that emerged from examining respondents’ tasks with their clients was to “guide,
educate, and empower” clients versus selling financial products to them. Many respondents
reported that the role of a financial professional is not to instruct clients on what to do or buy, nor
to encourage the purchase of financial products. Respondents voiced that they viewed their role
as one that empowers clients to make sound financial decisions by providing options and
possible solutions, and thus help with being better able to tackle future financial situations.
Several respondents shared sentiments like the following: “My main function is to provide my
clients with a solid base of knowledge, to provide unbiased information and techniques for
making sound financial decisions in the future,” “I prefer to facilitate with information as
opposed to dictate what I feel is the most important variables. It is important to empower people
in a long-term, sustainable way, and that is not done with dictatorship,” and “We tend to not
instruct clients what to do, but rather to coach or guide them through their process. They are the
decision-makers. We just provide different options/ideas that may be of benefit to them.”
Overall, the respondents spoke of helping their clients be more discerning consumers and
evaluating their financial options.
Process
In the counseling and therapy fields, process often describes the dynamics of change or
movement within the course of meeting with clients (Greenberg, 1986; Orlinsky & Howard,
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1986). For example, process may be used in conjunction to change, such as what the financial
professional and client do in collaboration to meet goals.
In response to how respondents saw the majority of their interactions with their clients, they
described using a combination of methods more often than just one method (see Table 5). For
example, 13.7% of respondents used a remedial approach (only), and 5.2% used a productive
approach (only), wholly 36.3% and 30.7% of respondents either used a combination of remedial,
productive, and preventive or a combination of remedial and preventive approaches,
respectively.
Table 5. Process: How do you see the majority of your interactions, as described by Pulvino &
Pulvino (2010), with your target/typical clients?
Types of Interactionsb

Percent (%)
Remedial
13.7
Preventive
2.4
Productive
5.2
Combination: Remedial, Productive, and Preventive
36.3
Combination: Remedial, and Preventive
30.7
Combination: Preventive and Productive
9.9
Combination: Productive and Remedial
1.4
Other
0.5
No response/missing
15.5a
Note. a “No responses” and missing responses were not calculated in the total percentage.
b
Calculated as a percent of 212 respondents versus 251 respondents.

Respondents described, too, different forms of financial counseling needs that clients presented.
One maintained that
“Most of the interactions are Remedial, some of them are Preventive. I do see a few people
who from the beginning fit the “Productive” description, but it is maybe only two or three
a year. With the remedial [clients], I reassure them that there are practical steps they can
take that will help them be successful. I give them hope and then I give them tools (paper
handouts, web pages, strategies, etc.) that help them take control of their money and start
using it in positive ways. With the preventive clients, I mainly give them the tools and help
them learn how to use the tools and then the clients see that it will make them successful.
With the productive clients I give them basic and advanced financial tools, so they can
move beyond budgeting and saving to tasks that fall more into the investing, retirement
planning, life planning, etc., categories.”
Respondents noted that having empathy and withholding judgment allowed them to be flexible
in their work. Several expressed “trying not to generalize too soon or too much, but listen and
remain unbiased,” “[being] more sympathetic [and] understanding than demanding or
judgmental,” and “[working] to have more empathy and to slow down and listen more.”
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Consistent with these sentiments, respondents formed partnership-type relationships wherein
clients actively engaged in goal-setting and strategizing. They shared the following: “Listening
to the clients is the best way to get them [to] open up,” and “Discussion among peers about
financial issues and solutions is more effective than teacher/learner model, facilitating the
discussion is my model for teaching.” Another shared that
“Interaction is constantly evolving. I have gotten better and learned a lot from my clients.
I’ve worked hard to ensure that the participant takes the lead on these meetings. More
hands-on. Clients take on active roles in creating plans and strategies to ensure more
follow-through because they have taken ownership of their situation.”
Additionally, respondents were asked who provided the drive and agenda for client sessions
(client-led; professional-led; or both client and professional-led). The majority of the respondents
(87.8%) indicated that they agreed or strongly agreed that their sessions were led as a
combination where both clients and professionals provided the drive and agenda (see Table 6).
Table 6. Process: How are sessions led with your target/typical clients?
Strongly
Disagree
Disagree
Approach
%
%
Client-leda
6.4
44.1
Professional-leda
3.0
24.8
Combination-ledb
1.5
10.7
Note. Missing data were removed from the calculation of percentages.
a
Calculated as a percent of 202 respondents versus 251 respondents.
b
Calculated as a percent of 205 respondents versus 251 respondents.

Agree
%
43.1
55.9
54.1

Strongly
Agree
%
6.4
16.3
33.7

A subtheme that emerged within the concept of process was to “always [be] flexible as needs and
concerns arise.” To respondents, this meant constantly reviewing and adjusting their methods of
work. Respondents spoke of matching their strategies with each client’s needs and how “each
client is different and therefore each approach [needs to be] different.”
Examples of adaptations that were client-led included giving “more interactive presentations and
instruction,” having “strategically planned larger group events rather than the traditional series of
topic-specific workshops,” and “allow[ing] more time for questions and conversations at the end
of sessions, rather than filling up all of the specified time with content/instruction.” One
respondent maintained that “I have tried to ask more coaching-type questions to build [the
client’s] ownership and a planning mindset.” Others noted using fewer PowerPoint presentations
when working with groups, incorporating more online delivery, and doing more telephone
counseling.
Overall, respondents spoke of their approach and style as constantly evolving and always
improving. One noted that: “We are constantly changing what financial education resources we
recommend.” Others shared similar sentiments, e.g., “I am constantly doing something different
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or changing what I am doing to meet the client where they are at and where they want to go,”
and, “I am constantly reviewing and adjusting my methods and interactions based on experience
and training.”
Context
Context is commonly defined as the interrelated conditions in which something exists or occurs
(Cook, 2015; Goldman, 1954). It represents the situation or interactional events that contribute to
the financial education or counseling taking place (e.g., the structure of sessions, the proximal
and/or broad situations from which a client presents).
Over one-fourth of the respondents (25.2%) stated that they consistently met with their clients
(see Table 7). For example, 10.4% reported they met with their clients a single time, 7.2%
reported meeting monthly, 5.2% reported meeting weekly, 1.2% reported meeting quarterly, and
1.2% reported meeting annually. The other half of the respondents (50.9%) reported that they
met with their clients in various ways, e.g., combinations and variations of all of these
frequencies.
Table 7. Context: How often do you meet with your target/typical clients?
Meet with Clients
One time only
Weekly
Monthly
Quarterly
Annually
As needed
Various combinations

Percent (%)
10.4
5.2
7.2
1.2
1.2
23.9
50.9

Respondents were asked to indicate how they typically work – from 13 options – with their
clients (see Table 8). Respondents indicated that they typically worked with their clients in oneon-one meetings in person most of the time (70.9%). They also met with clients in small groups
(10 clients or less) in person (44.2%) or in large groups (11 or more clients) in person (45%).
Working with clients one-on-one by telephone was also common (41%). When working with
couples, respondents indicated that they would work with them in person almost half of the time
(49%), and few indicated that they would do this via telephone (16.3%) or online (5.6%).
Table 8. Context: How do you typically work with your target/typical clients?
Work with Clients
One-on-one in person
One-on-one by phone
One-on-one online
Couples in person
Couples by phone
Couples online
Small group (10 or less) in person
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Yes (%)
70.9
41.0
17.1
49.0
16.3
5.6
44.2

No (%)
29.1
59.0
82.9
51.0
83.7
94.4
55.8
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Work with Clients
Small group (10 or less) by phone
Small group (10 or less) online
Large group (11 or more) in person
Large group (11 or more) by phone
Large group (11 or more) online
Other
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Yes (%)
0.8
1.2
45.0
1.2
2.4
2.8

No (%)
99.2
98.8
55.0
98.8
97.6
97.6

Respondents were asked if the economy influenced how they worked. Over half (53.4%) either
agreed or strongly agreed that the economy had influenced how they interacted with their clients
in the past few years.
A subtheme that emerged here was that the course and pace of client interactions were guided by
a combination of contextual elements. These included foci like program structure, financial
crises, and/or unique client situations, and the larger economic situation. In elaborating about the
ways, frequency, and duration of their work, respondents described how their agencies had
protocols of scheduling and formats for sessions and that clients’ (in)ability to pay session fees
and/or high motivation during crises influenced the frequency of meetings. Several respondents
described, too, their program or agency set the tone for their delivery method. One shared:
“Once a client indicates a desire for financial coaching, we enter into a “loose” agreement
that suggests that [we] meet six times over a predetermined amount of time. Some clients
want to meet once per week, some every two weeks when they get paid, while others prefer
to meet less frequently but for a longer duration of time.”
Another respondent said that
“The [ABC] program encourages weekly meetings to help with follow-up to action steps,
questions regarding implementing new strategies, encouragement, and timely intervention.
The weekly meetings also help develop a dialogue of sharing more details and learning
about more situations...that are not typically disclosed in the first couple of meetings.”
Despite varying meeting parameters with clients, respondents expressed the value of a longer
delivery duration. Several expressed frustration with the limited time they had with clients
sometimes. They shared sentiments like “I would meet with clients more, but most are in crisis
and can’t afford to pay for my services,” and “We are successful when our clients do not need us
anymore … for all of them the longer they stay connected, the better their outcomes.” Another
shared:
“I do think that, on the whole, I don’t meet with clients as much as I wished I did. Our
members are seeing me either because they are required to meet with me as part of a loan
process, or they have had overdraft issues and are wanting to not lose protection. And some
do see me of their own volition – but it’s not that many. Ideally, I’d see far more traffic
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from people who are actively seeking help and taking advantage of our service. And I
would be meeting with people as often as needed based on the individual situation.”
Respondents also noted that client motivation was an influential factor, e.g., “Typically we start
out meeting 1/month, and it gradually decreases as they become more stable,” “Once a client
gets past the one or two crisis situations, they ease off and don’t continue with the same
motivation/drive to make progress on other goals that will improve their long-term financial
situation.”
Although respondents had their own preferences, they consistently noted that the number of
meetings and for how long was client-driven. One respondent shared, “It is client-driven, so we
meet as many times as the client desires.” Another said, “Issues can be resolved with one call or
over many months. It depends on the severity of the situation.” A third shared:
“Most students come in once, and their questions are answered in that session. Other
students come once per week, every week of the academic year for continual assistance.
There is no real ‘average’ of how often we meet with a typical client here, as it varies based
on individual needs.”
Respondents also described how the economy impacted their work. Some noted that economic
factors had impacted their agencies’ public funding. They thereby had to refer clients to other
agencies that may better meet their needs because they could not fund services. Other
respondents cited that job loss, housing market declines, and other financial difficulties were a
reality for many. A respondent shared:
“In seeing the housing market decline and now slowly inch forward, the discussions we
have with clients on their living arrangements have changed as well. In that sense, the
renting vs. owning conversation is more pronounced. The employment market has also
had an impact on our counseling. During the recession, when jobs were scarce
(particularly for undocumented folks and the bulk of the clients we see), our sessions
were tailored to expense reduction suggestions versus methods for increasing income.
Now that the market is picking back up, our clients are able to secure extra employment
through a part-time job or under-the-table work, thus making their budget tip towards
balancing.”
Another respondent shared:
“How I interact with my clients has not changed with the economy, but some of the
things I talk about are different, or I can use examples of others who have struggled due
to the economy. For instance, in trying to encourage savings, I use the example of people
having lost their jobs in the economic crisis we have recently gone through, and for those
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who had 3-6 months of expenses saved, they were able to get through the crisis better
than those who had no savings and suffered much more.”
Finally, respondents clarified that there is no one financial remedy or panacea for everyone.
Instead, their work is more successful when they clearly understand each client’s unique
financial environment. Aspects described herein included being familiar with a client’s
household cost of living, the life stages of family members, and the realities and issues poignant
to respective client situations.
Discussion
This study contributes to our understanding(s) of how financial professionals articulate their role
in the delivery of financial education and related services. Findings related to key counseling
components showed how financial professionals see the content of their sessions focusing on
guiding, educating, and empowering their clients. They experience the process of their work as
flexible insofar as clients’ needs and concerns are considered as they arise, with consistent
reviewing and adjusting their interaction methods. In regard to context, respondents view the
course and pace of sessions as being best guided by a combination of contextual elements,
namely program structure, financial crises, unique lives of clients, and the larger economic
situation. These findings are consistent with other scholarship that shows how professionals who
are able to adapt and tailor their interventions to individual clients and their unique situations are
more effective (Norcross, 2002).
Further, extant studies have identified that a client’s family situation, alongside their financial
and social context(s), influences work in counseling (Norcross, 2002). The ability of a financial
professional to be flexible has also been shown to correlate with the professional-client alliance,
which further supports the findings of this study (Kivlighan et al., 1993). Ultimately, the client’s
context informs the content of sessions when financial professionals can adjust their approach
and process. In one study, this synthesis of themes was evident in how professionals identified
that, when armed with the knowledge of their client’s family situation (context), they were able
to integrate information (process) about how clients desire to send money back to their families
and – ultimately – included remittances as an expense category (content) in their spending plan
(Hawkins & Zuiker, 2019).
Respondents described their relationship with their clients as an important facet of their work (be
it in their approach or technique). This is consistent with research in mental health counseling
and therapy fields that show reliable associations between good counselor-client relationships
and positive counseling outcomes (Bachelor, 1991). Furthermore, when clients perceive their
counselors as warm and collaborative, there are greater predictions of improvement for the
clients (Bachelor, 1991). Similarly, Lim et al. (2014) found, for example, that financial
professionals who provided suitable content or information that increases a client’s
understanding could be a precursor to a successful client-practitioner relationship. This body of
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research found that interpersonal processes of counselor-client relationships contributed more
towards change and attaining counseling goals than has been previously assumed (Lambert &
Barley, 2001).
Limitations
A key limitation of this study is the method used to collect qualitative data. Said data were
collected online with no opportunity to ask follow-up or probing questions. This limited the
researchers’ ability to acquire more detailed descriptions in qualitative inquiry and/or responses.
Also, the study utilized cross-sectional survey data examining the financial professionals at one
time point versus surveying them over time.
Online recruitment for study respondents was drawn from financial professionals who had
memberships in financial organizations. The potential, then, for self-selection bias was a
possibility. It is possible that only respondents who had an interest in financial delivery methods
chose to complete the survey. Relatedly, only individuals who had an email account with Internet
access could answer the online survey; possible respondents who did not have an email account
or had Internet access were consequently missed.
Implications
We learned from these financial professionals that no one delivery method works best for all
clients. Rather, the context of the client and the content of their concerns – together – drive the
session’s best process(es). Hensley (2015) echoed this in noting that “there is no such thing as an
effective one-size-fits-all approach to financial education” (p. 99). Moving forward, the
following are key implications for practitioners and scholars in response to this insight.
Implications for Practitioners
This study uncovered a framework for conceptualizing the delivery of financial education with
clients, i.e., content, process, and context. In terms of content, practitioners reported that their
sessions’ direction was client-driven. We suggest that practitioners consider their method(s) of
assessment reflexively prior to providing directives and recommendations to clients. Key
questions to ask oneself include:
•
•
•

How do I identify my client’s most pressing concerns?
How do I help my clients prioritize their goals?
Do I know relevant information about my client’s context, and if not, how do I go
about learning this information?
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As professionals assess these contextual aspects of clients’ lives, then educational- and servicedelivery methods must follow in flexible and uniquely responsive manners. This way, clients’
unique concerns and situations can best be honored.
Important, too, is to consider commonplace sequences wherein clients lose motivation to
continue meeting after a unique crisis has been resolved. Many of our respondents shared
struggles and frustrations with this. We suggest they identify strategies to encourage clients to
continue working beyond remedial approaches (e.g., discuss this before a crisis has been
effectively navigated). Moving to a preventive or productive approach can address long-term
issues that benefit clients long-term – e.g., such as lessening financial challenges in the future
and improving financial health and stability.
To do this, the practitioner may consider discussing with their client earlier in the session to
explicitly state their short- and long-term needs and engage in an activity during this time
wherein multiple (not just immediate) goals are identified. Doing this can also serve as a
motivational tool to engage commitment in long(er) term financial pursuits that client and
practitioner can either hold to or revisit and revise together.
Implications for Researchers
The results described above suggest that constructing a common language for practitioners
would be beneficial considering the diversity and complexity in the field of financial education.
It is recommended that more extensive qualitative studies be conducted to understand further
how financial professionals conceptualize their roles and work. Researchers may consider
recruiting respondents from diverse financial professional subfields and specialties like financial
advisors, financial counselors, financial therapists, etc., and conduct a within-group analysis of
how each sub-field may be similar, unique, and divergent from each other.
Secondly, when examining the literature within the financial field, the counseling alliance is not
as prevalent as one might see within the mental health counseling and therapy fields. In
consideration of our findings, research is needed to examine the counseling alliance within the
financial arena, as it appeared to play an important role in the delivery of services for the
respondents in this study. Qualitative inquiry can be informative here, as well, in the exploration
of with what clients most struggle, with what they most want, and/or with what they are most
satisfied.
Finally, it is important to note that this study was conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic. At
that time, financial professionals were more likely (and preferred) to work with their clients oneon-one in person. During the pandemic, state and federal governments issued stay-at-home
orders; this necessitated a pivot wherein online service delivery became the norm (not the
exception). An interesting question moving forward – i.e., after a pandemic – is: “Will financial
professionals and their clients choose to meet in person again, or will they prefer to continue
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meeting online?” There have been preliminary indications of a global shift toward sustained
teleservices in the healthcare sector wherein professionals (therapists, physicians, etc.) can
provide telehealth services with high quality and efficacy (Crockett et al., 2020; MacDonald et
al., 2020). Those within the business sectors and consumers similarly recognize the ease,
convenience, and accessibility of delivering and receiving services online (Sensenig et al., 2020).
Financial professionals may also find that virtual delivery of financial education, consultation,
and advising is equally effective as in-person delivery. More research is needed to answer how
financial professionals and their clients will work together post-COVID-19.
Conclusion
This study provided important insights about the roles that financial professionals serve,
alongside the methods they use to provide financial education. Key components of counseling –
including content (i.e., the nature of clients’ concerns and the information that they exchange
with professionals), process (i.e., the relationship that the professional and client have with each
other in-session), and context (i.e., the structure and/or organization of sessions) – were
informative in collecting data and organizing results. Moving forward, it will be important for all
involved to consider post-COVID-19 milieus of online services (broadly defined) and to
continue our efforts in the advancement and adaptation of best practices.
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Assessing Hygiene Factor Needs for a Statewide Extension
Strategic Planning Process
Amy Harder
Mikey W. Hughes
University of Florida
UF/IFAS Extension launched a long-term strategic planning process in 2019 to
create positive change within the organization and within Florida. Conducting an
internal needs assessment was prioritized as an important component of the
planning process to address concerns that the previous strategic plan did not
sufficiently focus on the organization’s needs, especially faculty needs. So, this
study was conducted in 2020 to determine UF/IFAS Extension faculty’s
perceptions of selected hygiene factors associated with workplace motivation. An
online survey consisting of 13 sections was distributed through Qualtrics to 612
UF/IFAS Extension faculty. Faculty tended to be slightly satisfied with the
UF/IFAS Extension Roadmap, their job workload, and their salary and benefits.
The faculty reported the greatest degree of dissatisfaction for items related to the
performance appraisal system. Annual appraisal and reporting system policies
need to be reviewed to improve the clarity of instructions, decrease the time
burden, and adjust the document’s format, as these actions should decrease
faculty dissatisfaction and improve job performance. Then, UF/IFAS Extension
will be well-positioned to focus its efforts on enhancing motivation factors for
faculty and its overall organizational effectiveness as it heads into the next phase
as an organization.
Keywords: Job dissatisfaction, motivation, job satisfaction, Herzberg, reporting,
workload
Introduction
In 2019, UF/IFAS Extension launched a new multi-year strategic planning process designed to
provide direction for the future of the organization. The last process resulted in a document
known as the UF/IFAS Extension Roadmap, a ten-year (2013-2023) strategic plan outlining key
statewide priorities for action. The Roadmap focused almost exclusively on external stakeholder
priorities such as agricultural sustainability and profitability, water quality, and youth
development. Unlike the prior strategic plan, which guided UF/IFAS Extension, the Roadmap
did not explicitly create any working groups focused on internal stakeholder priorities. Instead,
maximizing organizational efficiency and effectiveness and investing in Extension’s human
capital were framed as organizational goals (UF/IFAS Extension, 2013).
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The process of drafting the next strategic plan began with the creation of a small subgroup by the
chair of the strategic planning task force. The lead author belonged to the subgroup. The
subgroup was asked in a series of meetings to provide guidance on what types of data would be
needed to develop an improved strategic plan for the organization. The subgroup recommended
that greater emphasis should be placed on evaluating the needs of internal stakeholders (county
and state Extension faculty) due to concerns that these needs were not being adequately
addressed in the Roadmap, which could create negative consequences such as lower morale and
increased employee turnover (T. Irani, personal communication, October 22, 2019). Recognizing
the value of Extension faculty to UF/IFAS Extension, administrative support from the Dean was
provided to conduct an internal needs assessment as a key component of the strategic planning
process.
Theoretical Framework and Review of Literature
The overarching theory guiding the internal needs assessment was Burke and Litwin’s (1992)
organizational change model, consistent with the goal of the new strategic plan leading to
positive change for the organization. Burke and Litwin’s (1992) model illustrated the
interconnectedness of the organizational system and how change impacting one part of the
system will have a ripple effect through other parts of the system. Although several parts of the
model were included in the questions asked during the UF/IFAS Extension needs assessment,
there was an emphasis on examining the motivation component. According to Burke and Litwin
(1992), motivation is a transactional factor within the organization linked directly with task
requirements and individual skills, individual needs and values, work unit climate, and individual
and organizational performance.
The importance of investigating motivation can be explained through the lens of Herzberg et
al.’s (1959) Motivation-Hygiene Theory, which established a two-factored approach to
workplace motivation. The theory proposes that different factors are related to positive or
negative feelings about a job. Hygiene factors (see Figure 1) relate to job dissatisfaction, while
motivation factors relate to job satisfaction (Herzberg et al., 1959).
Hygiene factors include company policy, income, benefits, workplace conditions, and personal
relationships with coworkers (Miner, 2005). Adjusting hygiene factors can improve employee
performance, but they do not contribute to job satisfaction. Motivation factors include feelings
related to the work itself, the opportunity for advancement, and recognition (Miner, 2005).
Adjusting motivation factors contributes to job satisfaction and results in feelings of selfactualization.
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Figure 1. Factors of Motivation and Hygiene

As a theory of workplace motivation, Herzberg et al.’s (1959) Motivation-Hygiene Theory has
changed the way businesses approach employee retention issues. The theory has been applied in
the form of job enrichment by companies ranging from Monsanto to General Motors, resulting in
increases in employee achievement and retention (Lussier & Achua, 2004). Job enrichment seeks
to make a position more stimulating through increasing motivational factors (Herzberg, 1968).
Siruri and Cheche (2021) found an “ample majority of job enrichment studies point to the fact
that job enrichment interventions can lead to enhanced organizational performance through the
positive effects that the interventions have on job satisfaction and employee motivation” (p.
165).
Past research in an Extension context conducted by Lindner (1998) suggested increasing
motivation through interesting work and improving dissatisfaction through employee pay. Job
enrichment and promotions were presented as a means for increased motivation, while
compensation (monetary and nonmonetary) and stipends were suggested to decrease
dissatisfaction (Lindner, 1998). More recently, Strong and Harder (2009) used Herzberg’s
Motivation-Hygiene Theory to categorize factors related to Extension agent retention. Several
maintenance factors contributed to Extension agent turnover. Salary, job stress, support, irregular
hours, work-life balance, and overcommitment were among the top factors contributing to
turnover (Strong & Harder, 2009). Motivating factors contributing to turnover included a lack of
mentoring programs and reward systems and a deficiency in acknowledgment of
accomplishments (Strong & Harder, 2009).
A Delphi study of Extension agents attending the Western Extension Leadership Development
program and the National Extension Leadership Development program (Krothe & Peutz, 2011)
supported Strong and Harder’s (2009) findings. Extension agents indicated the importance of
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competitive salary and benefits, healthy work-life balance, and supportive workplace
environments (Krothe & Peutz, 2011). Krothe and Peutz (2011) suggested analyzing differences
and similarities between state administrators’ and county agents’ motivational priorities may lead
to further clarity. Additionally, Nestor and Leary (2000) suggested workplace support could
improve satisfaction in Extension agents regardless of tenure status. In 2013, Martin and
Kaufman found that early-career agents in the Southern United States were somewhat satisfied
with their jobs and recommended organizations routinely conduct formal assessments to track
job satisfaction and organizational commitment.
Harder et al. (2014) examined the career satisfaction of Extension agents in Colorado through the
lens of Herzberg et al.’s (1959) Motivation-Hygiene Theory. Factors contributing to satisfaction
identified by Extension agents fell into both motivation and hygiene categories, despite being
contrary to the theory. Expanding benefits such as flexible scheduling, leave time, and
nontraditional workweeks were recommended solutions to address hygiene factor deficits
(Harder et al., 2014).
Russell et al. (2019) reviewed literature relevant to Extension agent burnout and subsequent
turnover. Predictors of burnout can be categorized as both motivation and hygiene factors. For
example, predictors found by Russell et al. (2019), such as night and weekend work, excess
driving, and reduced access to technology, relate to the hygiene factor of workplace conditions.
Russell et al. (2019) suggested exploring job satisfaction and engagement within the work
environment of Extension agents.
A lack of motivating factors can increase sensitivity to hygiene factors (Miner, 2005). Without
motivation factors, employees progressively need more hygiene factors to maintain their level of
work (Miner, 2005). Salary and other hygiene factors must be sufficient to prevent turnover
(Herzberg, 1968). Lindner (1998) noted the importance of addressing hygiene factors such as job
security, pay, and workplace policies before adjusting motivation factors.
Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this study was to determine UF/IFAS Extension faculty’s perceptions of selected
hygiene factors associated with workplace motivation. Specifically, the study sought to describe
UF/IFAS Extension faculty’s perceptions of the strategic plan, reporting system, performance
appraisal system, job workload, and salary and benefits.
Methods
A nonexperimental descriptive design was used for our study. The target population consisted of
UF/IFAS faculty with an Extension appointment, excluding top-level administrators (e.g., Dean,
Associate Deans, District Extension Directors) because of their policy-setting roles. A census (N
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= 612) was attempted using internal organizational databases to create the sampling frame. The
University of UF/IFAS Institutional Review Board approved the study as exempt.
A survey instrument was used for data collection. The instrument was influenced by prior studies
of Extension populations (Benge et al., 2015; Harder & Craig, 2018) and theory (e.g., Burke &
Litwin, 1992; Herzberg et al., 1959). Two rounds of review were conducted with an expert panel
of Extension administrators, staff, agents, and specialists to improve face and content validity.
These review rounds included panelists pilot testing the survey to provide feedback on the clarity
of instructions and survey flow. No additional pilot testing was conducted. We previously used
very similar questions to survey Extension professionals (Benge et al., 2015; Harder & Craig,
2018).
The final instrument had 13 sections, five of which were relevant to the findings that will be
reported in this manuscript: Extension Roadmap (strategic plan), Workload (reporting) system,
report of accomplishments (performance appraisal) system, job workload, and salary and
benefits. Organizational expectations differ for agents and specialists in terms of creating reports
of accomplishment (ROA) and reporting in the Workload system, with the former group having
more prescribed expectations, so only agents were asked to assess these sections. Each section
was focused on a hygiene factor of interest to the UF/IFAS Strategic Planning Task Force.
The six sections relevant to our purpose asked participants to rate the extent to which they were
satisfied or dissatisfied with items related to the overall construct. Response options were: 1 =
extremely satisfied, 2 = moderately satisfied, 3 = slightly satisfied, 4 = neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied, 5 = slightly dissatisfied, 6 = moderately dissatisfied, and 7 = extremely dissatisfied.
The scale was interpreted as follows: 1.00 – 1.49 = extremely satisfied, 1.50 – 2.49 = moderately
satisfied, 2.50 – 3.49 = slightly satisfied, 3.50 – 4.49 = neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, 4.50 –
5.49 = slightly dissatisfied, 5.50 – 6.49 = moderately dissatisfied, and 6.50 – 7.00 = extremely
dissatisfied. We conducted an ex post facto analysis of the construct reliabilities to determine
Cronbach’s alpha levels to ensure they were acceptable (see Table 1).
Table 1. Reliability Levels of Internal Constructs
Construct
Extension Roadmap
Workload Reporting
Report of Accomplishments (ROA)
Job Workload
Salary and Benefits

# of Items
7
7
7
5
7

α
.92
.92
.91
.92
.87

Data collection was conducted using the Qualtrics online survey software and began on August
21, 2020. Three reminders were sent (August 31, 2020; September 8, 2020; September 14, 2020)
based on when response rates demonstrated a sustained decline in activity (72 hours of few to no
responses). The survey was closed on September 21, 2020. There were 417 responses received.
Partial responses (less than 50% item completion) were removed from the data set, with 367
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(59.97%) usable responses retained. Most responses were received from agents (n = 239), and
specifically from non-County Extension Director (CED) county agents (n = 151). Table 2 shows
the frequency of responses based on job position.
Table 2. Response Frequencies by Job Position

Job Position
County Agent, non-County Extension Director
Multi-county Agent
County Agent, County Extension Director
Regional Specialized Agent or State Specialized Agent
State Specialist

f
151
13
47
28
128

%
41.1
3.5
12.8
7.6
34.9

SPSS was used to calculate item frequencies, item medians, item interquartile ranges (IQR), and
construct means and standard deviations. An IQR is a measure of variability that defines the
range of scores comprising the middle 50% of the distribution (Spatz, 2005). IQRs are useful for
determining if respondents’ attitudes are evenly distributed around the median or have a positive
or negative skew. SPSS was also used to conduct the t-tests for the comparison of early and late
respondents as operationalized by Lindner et al. (2001). There were no significant differences
(p > .05) between early and late respondents for the following constructs: (a) Roadmap, t(281) =
1.50; (b) job workload, t(281) = 1.76; (c) salary and benefits, t(281) = .63; (d) ROA, t(183) =
-.27; and (e) Workload reporting, t(184) = -.10. There are fewer degrees of freedom reported for
ROA and Workload because specialists were not asked to respond to items for those constructs.
Findings
Respondents were asked to indicate their level of satisfaction or dissatisfaction for items about
the UF/IFAS Extension Roadmap (see Table 3). The Roadmap strategic plan designated seven
High-Priority Initiatives. Each has its own Initiative Team, which includes all Extension faculty
who report conducting work related to the Initiative focus. Multiple Priority Work Groups exist
within an Initiative Team, and it is at the Group level that plans of action are created. For
example, Initiative 7 is the 4-H Youth Initiative Team, with a Priority Work Group focused on
youth development and a Priority Work Group focused on developing organizational and
volunteer systems to support youth development.
Respondents tended to be slightly satisfied with the Roadmap (M = 3.27, SD = 1.25) overall.
Respondents tended to consistently be moderately satisfied (Mdn = 2.00, IQR = 2) with three
items, two of which related to the Roadmap priorities. The other item that respondents were
moderately satisfied with was the degree to which they perceived their jobs clearly aligned with
the Roadmap. Respondents tended to be neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with Initiative team
effectiveness (Mdn = 4.00, IQR = 3), although impressions were more favorable about Priority
Work Group effectiveness (Mdn = 3.00, IQR = 3). All IQR were asymmetrical around the
medians with negative skews.
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Perceived Satisfaction with the UF/IFAS Extension
Roadmap
ES
%
n
14.0
51

MS
%
n
37.8
138

SS
%
n
18.9
69

NAD
%
n
17.3
63

SD
%
n
8.2
30

MD
%
n
3.0
11

ED
%
n
0.8
3

Mdn

IQR

2.00

2

Roadmap priorities designated
for my area of expertise

13.7
50

42.5
155

13.2
48

14.2
52

7.7
28

7.7
28

1.1
4

2.00

2

The degree to which my job
clearly aligns with the
Roadmap

14.8
54

35.8
131

19.1
70

12.6
46

9.8
36

6.3
23

1.6
6

2.00

2

Communication between
Program Leaders and
Initiative Team members

10.4
38

24.7
90

20.0
73

18.4
67

14.8
54

7.7
28

4.1
15

3.00

3

Communication between
Priority Work Group leaders
and Priority Work Group
members

9.0
33

21.1
77

21.1
77

20.5
75

17.3
63

6.0
22

4.9
18

3.00

3

Priority Work Group
effectiveness

8.5
31

22.0
80

19.8
72

17.6
64

17.9
65

10.2
37

4.1
15

3.00

3

The degree to which Roadmap
priorities align with local
community priorities

Initiative team effectiveness

8.5
21.6
18.9
20.0
17.0
11.0
4.4
4.00
3
31
79
69
73
62
40
16
Note. 1 = Extremely satisfied (ES), 2 = Moderately satisfied (MS), 3 = Slightly satisfied (SS), 4 = Neither
satisfied nor dissatisfied (NAD), 5 = Slightly dissatisfied (SD), 6 = Moderately dissatisfied (MD), and 7 =
Extremely dissatisfied (ED).

Perceptions of satisfaction with job workload were assessed (see Table 4). Respondents tended to
be slightly satisfied with their job workload (M = 3.12, SD = 1.49). Respondents tended to be
moderately satisfied with items related to the amount of their Extension programming
responsibilities (Mdn = 2.00, IQR = 2) and their weekly workload (Mdn = 2.00, IQR = 2).
Respondents tended to be less satisfied with the amount of Extension nonprogramming
responsibilities (Mdn = 3.00, IQR = 3) and the amount of evening/weekend work during peak
seasons of the year (Mdn = 3.00, IQR = 3). The IQR for the amount of Extension programming
responsibilities was symmetrical around the median, but all other IQRs were asymmetrical with
negative skews.
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for Perceived Satisfaction with Job Workload
ES
%
n
26.5
97

MS
%
n
36.6
134

SS
%
n
13.1
48

NAD
%
n
9.8
36

SD
%
n
8.7
32

MD
%
n
3.0
11

ED
%
n
2.2
8

Mdn

IQR

2.00

2

Weekly workload

16.0
58

35.3
128

15.2
55

14.6
53

8.0
29

7.2
26

3.9
14

2.00

2

Amount of evening/weekend
work during nonpeak seasons
of the year

18.1
66

28.8
105

11.8
43

16.2
59

13.2
48

7.7
28

4.4
16

3.00

2

Amount of evening/weekend
work during peak seasons of
the year

14.8
54

25.0
91

15.7
57

14.6
53

14.3
52

9.9
36

5.8
21

3.00

3

Amount of Extension
programming responsibilities

Amount of Extension
12.6
29.4
11.8
14.8
14.0
11.5
5.8
3.00
3
nonprogramming
46
107
43
54
51
42
21
responsibilities
Note. 1 = Extremely satisfied (ES), 2 = Moderately satisfied (MS), 3 = Slightly satisfied (SS), 4 = Neither
satisfied nor dissatisfied (NAD), 5 = Slightly dissatisfied (SD), 6 = Moderately dissatisfied (MD), and 7 =
Extremely dissatisfied (ED).

Some variation existed for respondents’ perceived satisfaction with salary and benefits (see
Table 5), but they tended to be slightly satisfied (M = 2.71, SD = 1.17) overall. Respondents
tended to be moderately satisfied with all salary and benefits items except for promotion
opportunities (Mdn = 3.00, IQR = 2). The IQR for sick and vacation leave benefits was slightly
positively skewed, while the IQRs for promotion opportunities and professional development
funding were symmetrical. The remaining four IQRs were asymmetrical with negative skews.
Table 5. Descriptive Statistics for Perceived Satisfaction with Salary and Benefits
ES
%
n
47.9
173

MS
%
n
27.1
98

SS
%
n
9.7
35

NAD
%
n
7.8
28

SD
%
n
3.9
14

MD
%
n
1.7
6

ED
%
n
1.9
7

Mdn

IQR

2.00

1.50

Salary

17.7
64

35.5
128

16.9
61

4.7
17

13.3
48

7.2
26

4.7
17

2.00

2

Amount of time allocated for
professional development

23.3
85

26.6
97

16.7
61

18.6
68

9.9
36

3.8
14

1.1
4

2.00

2

Level of funding available for
professional development

20.8
76

28.8
105

18.6
68

13.4
49

11.5
42

4.1
15

2.7
10

2.00

2

Implementation of
professional scheduling
policies

30.7
111

28.5
103

11.6
42

18.8
68

4.2
15

4.2
15

1.9
7

2.00

3

Sick and vacation leave
benefits
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leave benefits (e.g., EEP,
sabbatical)
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ES
%
n
31.2
113

MS
%
n
26.2
95

SS
%
n
7.5
27

NAD
%
n
30.1
109

SD
%
n
2.8
10

MD
%
n
1.7
6

ED
%
n
0.6
2

Mdn

IQR

2.00

3

Promotion opportunities

19.7
27.7
16.2
15.6
9.9
6.8
4.1
3.00
2
72
101
59
57
36
25
15
Note. 1 = Extremely satisfied (ES), 2 = Moderately satisfied (MS), 3 = Slightly satisfied (SS), 4 = Neither
satisfied nor dissatisfied (NAD), 5 = Slightly dissatisfied (SD), 6 = Moderately dissatisfied (MD), and 7 =
Extremely dissatisfied (ED).

Overall, responding agents tended to be neither satisfied nor dissatisfied (M = 4.20, SD = 1.48)
with the ROA (see Table 6). Respondents tended to be slightly satisfied with reporting annually
(Mdn = 3.00, IQR = 2) and the quality of performance feedback based on ROA (Mdn = 3.00,
IQR = 3). They tended to be dissatisfied with five other items. Almost half of the respondents
(48.10%, n = 114) were moderately or extremely dissatisfied with the amount of time needed to
write the yearly ROA (Mdn = 5.00, IQR = 3), and it had a negative skew to its IQR. Conversely,
respondents’ perceptions of the ROA format (Mdn = 5.00, IQR = 4) and their perceptions of the
clarity of instructions (Mdn = 5.00, IQR = 3) had positive skews to their IQRs.
Table 6. Descriptive Statistics for Perceived Satisfaction with Reports of Accomplishment
(ROA)
ES
%
n
21.5
51

MS
%
n
23.2
55

SS
%
n
17.3
41

NAD
%
n
20.3
48

SD
%
n
5.1
12

MD
%
n
3.8
9

ED
%
n
8.9
21

Mdn

IQR

3.00

2

Quality of performance
feedback based on ROA

14.3
34

25.7
61

15.2
36

14.8
35

12.7
30

4.6
11

12.7
30

3.00

3

Ease of reporting team efforts
in the ROA

4.6
11

16.5
39

8.4
20

20.7
49

21.1
50

9.7
23

19.0
45

4.50

3

Options available for
aggregating data for ROAs

4.2
10

11.8
28

8.4
20

21.1
50

20.3
48

15.6
37

18.6
44

5.00

2

Clarity of instructions for
writing the ROA

5.9
14

18.2
43

13.1
31

11.0
26

17.4
41

16.5
39

17.8
42

5.00

3

Amount of time needed to
write the yearly ROA

3.4
8

10.1
24

10.5
25

7.2
17

20.7
49

19.8
47

28.3
67

5.00

3

Frequency of reporting –
currently annually – for the
ROA

Report of Accomplishment
5.5
21.1
12.2
10.5
16.9
16.5
17.3 5.00
4
(ROA) format
13
50
29
25
40
39
41
Note. 1 = Extremely satisfied (ES), 2 = Moderately satisfied (MS), 3 = Slightly satisfied (SS), 4 = Neither
satisfied nor dissatisfied (NAD), 5 = Slightly dissatisfied (SD), 6 = Moderately dissatisfied (MD), and 7 =
Extremely dissatisfied (ED).
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Responding agents tended to be neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with Workload reporting (M =
3.59, SD = 1.35; see Table 7). They tended to have the most consistently positive perceptions of
the frequency of reporting (Mdn = 3.00, IQR = 2) and the amount of time needed to submit
Workload data (Mdn = 3.00, IQR = 2.00). Less than 20% of respondents (17.6%, n = 42)
expressed any level of dissatisfaction with the amount of time needed to submit Workload data.
The IQRs for most items tended to be small and symmetrical, indicating consistency in
respondents’ perceptions. For the two items with IQRs of 3, clarity of instructions for submitting
Workload data was negatively skewed, while Workload format was positively skewed.
Table 7. Descriptive Statistics for Perceived Satisfaction with Workload Reporting
ES
%
n
22.7
54

MS
%
n
26.5
63

SS
%
n
18.1
43

NAD
%
n
21.8
52

SD
%
n
4.6
11

MD
%
n
2.1
5

ED
%
n
4.2
10

Mdn

IQR

3.00

2

Amount of time needed to
submit Workload data

11.8
28

29.8
71

19.7
47

21.0
50

10.5
25

2.9
7

4.2
10

3.00

2

Clarity of instructions for
submitting Workload data

9.7
23

23.5
56

18.9
45

17.2
41

14.3
34

8.8
21

7.6
18

3.00

3

Priority Work Group
Indicators available in
Workload

3.8
9

19.7
47

21.0
50

21.4
51

16.8
40

9.2
22

8.0
19

4.00

2

Ease of reporting team
efforts in Workload

8.4
20

16.0
38

15.2
36

23.2
55

16.5
39

10.5
25

10.1
24

4.00

2

Options available for
aggregating data for
Workload

6.3
15

16.4
39

12.2
29

27.3
65

19.3
46

8.8
21

9.7
23

4.00

2

Frequency of reporting –
currently annually – for
Workload

Workload format

6.7
24.4
13.0
23.1
17.6
7.6
7.6
4.00
3
16
58
31
55
42
18
18
Note. 1 = Extremely satisfied (ES), 2 = Moderately satisfied (MS), 3 = Slightly satisfied (SS), 4 = Neither
satisfied nor dissatisfied (NAD), 5 = Slightly dissatisfied (SD), 6 = Moderately dissatisfied (MD), and 7 =
Extremely dissatisfied (ED).

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
We sought to answer the question of whether UF/IFAS Extension faculty were experiencing job
dissatisfaction by assessing five constructs associated with Herzberg et al.’s (1959) theory. Based
on our results, we conclude that most faculty are not dissatisfied with their jobs. We put forward
this conclusion with the recognition that the study has potential limitations. The study may be
limited by the failure to obtain a complete census, introducing the possibility that nonrespondents
may have answered differently despite there being no significant differences observed between
early and late respondents. Further, we assume respondents answered truthfully, but their
responses may have been impacted by social desirability bias (Dillman et al., 2014).
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There were multiple items for which faculty often reported moderate levels of satisfaction,
especially for the salary and benefits construct. This finding was somewhat unexpected given
previous research showing salary as a primary factor leading to the dissatisfaction of Extension
professionals (Strong & Harder, 2009). The better-than-expected satisfaction level is likely due
to asking respondents to consider multiple components of the salary and benefits package, given
that salary as a standalone item was viewed less positively than other package components. We
concur with Lindner’s (1998) conclusion that monetary and nonmonetary benefits are important
for avoiding job dissatisfaction in Extension. Future research should explore Extension
professionals’ views of salary and benefits packages to determine the relative value of each
component, which would enable UF/IFAS Extension to make more informed decisions about
what to provide its employees. Additionally, UF/IFAS Extension should continue to monitor
employees’ perceptions of their salaries because of the linkage between salary and turnover
(Herzberg, 1968).
Krothe and Peutz (2011) found a healthy work/life balance was important to Extension agents.
Our respondents tended to be slightly satisfied with their job workload overall. While
respondents were moderately satisfied with the amount of programming responsibilities they had
and their overall weekly workload, it was the perceptions of nonprogramming responsibilities
and the evening and weekend work that pulled the construct mean closer to dissatisfaction.
Concerns about irregular hours (Strong & Harder, 2009) and night and weekend work (Russell et
al., 2019) have long plagued Extension. UF/IFAS Extension does have a professional scheduling
policy, a strategy previously recommended in the literature (Harder et al., 2014) to address the
potential for job dissatisfaction. However, even effectively implemented professional scheduling
policies do not eliminate the need for some program areas (particularly 4-H) to host night and
weekend events. Conducting focus groups with Extension faculty is recommended to develop
bottom-up strategies designed to mitigate the negative impacts of irregular hours and evening
and weekend work on the potential for job satisfaction.
There were several items for which respondents expressed varying degrees of dissatisfaction
despite no construct having a negative mean overall. The commonality of these items was their
association with the ROA construct, which had the lowest mean overall. In UF/IFAS, agents
must complete their ROAs following the same template used by the University of UF/IFAS for
academic promotion and tenure. Although county agents share the faculty designation, they are
not eligible for tenure but rather can achieve permanent status. The lack of promotion and
permanent status template specialized to Extension agents may be a contributing factor to the
time burden for completing the ROA reported by agents and the difficulty they feel trying to
follow instructions primarily written for their state faculty colleagues. Agents tended to be more
critical of the ROA than Workload reporting, suggesting their dissatisfaction with the ROA goes
beyond a general desire to avoid reporting. UF/IFAS Extension should include a goal to create
performance review policies specific to county agents in the next strategic plan. Addressing
hygiene factors known to be associated with job dissatisfaction is a critical step to prevent
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 10, Number 1, 2022

Herzberg Needs Assessment

12

turnover (Herzberg, 1968) and must be done before UF/IFAS Extension can optimize motivation
factors leading to job satisfaction (Lindner, 1998).
We opted to report medians and IQRs because our data was skewed for many items. Medians are
more appropriate for use with skewed data (Spatz, 2005). However, the median can only provide
information about which point divides a distribution into equal halves (Spatz, 2005) and not how
scores are distributed in those halves. The use of the IQR allowed us to determine when
participants tended to have tightly distributed viewpoints, such as items for which the IQR was
two or less. Conversely, larger IQR scores – like the IQR of 4 for ROA format – illustrated a
lack of agreement among the sample. Additional research is needed to determine what factors
contribute to the variability observed for items with larger IQR scores. Using the ROA format
example, conducting interviews would be one possible strategy to determine why some agents
find it so objectionable, while others are extremely or moderately satisfied, given that everyone
has the same format to follow.
Elements of the current UF/IFAS Extension Roadmap should be retained moving forward, such
as the external stakeholder priorities being addressed and the structure of Priority Work Groups.
However, the importance of employee motivation to an organization and its ability to change
should not be overlooked. Improvements in employee motivation should positively impact other
components of the organization. Critically, motivation is linked to the work unit climate,
individual performance, and organizational performance (Burke & Litwin, 1992). UF/IFAS
Extension can improve its overall organizational effectiveness by choosing to incorporate
internal stakeholder priorities into its next strategic plan. Doing so would be a positive step as
UF/IFAS Extension prepares for the next phase of its future in Florida.
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A Scoping Study of United States Extension Professional
Competencies
Joseph L. Donaldson
Rose Vaughan
North Carolina State University
This scoping study aimed to answer the question: What is known from existing
research studies about the major competencies required of Extension
professionals? Scoping studies are characterized by searching the literature to
summarize major concepts on a research topic, and they are valuable as they
show evidence for the major concepts. This study was limited to research studies
of United States’ Extension professionals. The major conclusion from the scoping
study is that existing research studies have yielded a rich literature base
regarding Extension professional competencies. This scoping study identified 15
Extension professional competency domains: communication, diversity and
cultural competence, flexibility, interpersonal relations, knowledge of Extension,
leadership, professionalism, program planning and evaluation, resource
management, subject matter competence, teaching methodology and delivery,
technology, thinking and problem-solving, understanding community needs, and
volunteer management. It is recommended that the results inform Extension
professional job descriptions and professional learning programs.
Keywords: Extension professional competencies, scoping study
Introduction
Professional competencies refer to the knowledge, attitudes, skills, and behaviors required to
perform at the highest standards of the profession (Maddy et al., 2002). These competencies
require base-level knowledge or awareness as well as application, synthesis, and critique (Franck
et al., 2017). For Extension professionals, it is important to establish and use competencies so
that the Extension workforce successfully adapts to societal changes and continues a high level
of public service (Elliott-Engel et al., 2021; Lakai et al., 2012). The results of Extension
professional competency studies have been instructive for aligning Extension Education college
courses with real-life needs, and Scheer et al. (2006) describes a worthy example from one
university. These studies have also contributed to professional learning, such as planning
professional development for Extension professionals (Brodeur et al., 2011; Lakai et al., 2014)
and developing learning plans for individual Extension professionals (Baker et al., 2009; Franck
et al., 2017). From the standpoint of hiring and managing performance, such studies have been
useful for creating meaningful Extension professional job descriptions and conducting
performance appraisals of Extension professionals (Baker et al., 2009). The number of different
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studies and the number of different competencies identified in such studies demand a panoramic
view of this important literature. A synthesized view of Extension professional competencies,
delineating the principalis ideas, provides a different perspective and may have even greater
utility than separate, individual studies.
Purpose
This scoping study aimed to aggregate the major Extension professional competencies as
documented in numerous studies. The research question was: What is known from existing
research studies about the major competencies required of Extension professionals?
Methodology
Scoping studies seek to “map rapidly the key concepts underpinning a research area” as well as
the main sources and evidence supporting the main ideas (Mays et al., 2001, p. 194). Scoping
studies are important to describe major concepts, in this case, Extension professional
competencies, identified through studies. Furthermore, a scoping approach is important for
understanding the constructs and the research designs employed. Arksey and O’Malley (2005)
suggested a five-stage framework for scoping studies: (a) identifying the research question; (b)
identifying relevant studies; (c) study selection; (d) charting the data; and (e) collating,
summarizing, and reporting the results. One important limitation of this scoping study, and
likewise all scoping studies, is that the quality of each individual study was not a consideration.
Another important limitation is related to the researchers’ experience in Extension that may have
influenced how the studies were cataloged and the working definitions of the competency
domains. One researcher has been an Extension Agent, Extension Specialist, and Extension
Education faculty member (working primarily in 4-H, program planning and evaluation,
accountability, and staff development) for more than 20 years, while another researcher was an
undergraduate staff assistant who had completed a county-based Extension internship the year
prior to the present study being undertaken. This scoping study was completed during the first
five months of 2021. The following discussion describes the methodology employed in this
study, organized by each stage of the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) framework.
Stage 1: Identifying the Research Question
In this stage, we identified our research question: What is known from existing research studies
about the major competencies required of Extension professionals? This question was generated
from our professional experiences, observations, and needs – similar to other scoping studies
(Daudt et al., 2013). In addition to identifying the research question, we sought to identify our
initial inclusion criteria. In this stage, we set four initial parameters for the inclusion of studies in
the research described herein: (a) We defined “existing research studies” as those with a stated
methodology; (b) We sought published research studies as well as theses and dissertations; (c)
We sought studies of Extension professional roles, such as Extension Agent and Extension
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Educator, not studies that delineated competencies among Extension paraprofessionals,
administrative assistants, and/or graduate students; and (d) We did not set parameters for
publication year.
Stage 2: Identifying Relevant Studies
We used the Summon database at the North Carolina State University to identify research for
this study. The Summon database combines multiple databases to support efficient and effective
searching. Additionally, the Summon database provides access to more than 25 million titles via
the University of North Carolina System’s 17 institutional libraries as well as Duke University.
The keyword searched was “Extension professional competencies,” and we searched the
reference lists of each study identified. This work returned 97 studies.
Stage 3: Study Selection
By reading the citation abstracts of all 97 studies, we implemented our parameters and removed
citations that did not state a research methodology and/or were studies of Extension
paraprofessionals, administrative assistants, and/or graduate students. As a case in point, Lindner
et al. (2003) studied Extension competencies by surveying agricultural and Extension education
graduate students in 23 countries. Citations that did not state a methodology were typically
commentaries that expounded the value of Extension professional competencies and practices
using the competencies (e.g., Stone & Bieber, 1997).
It is often valuable to revisit inclusion and exclusion criteria as scoping studies develop (Arksey
& O’Malley, 2003; Daudt et al., 2013). Therefore, at this stage, we also set two additional
parameters post-hoc. We excluded studies of Extension professional competencies for Extension
professionals outside the United States, and we excluded studies of Extension competencies
taught in college Extension Education course curricula.
Stage 4: Charting the Data
The next stage was charting the data found in the 37 primary studies. At this stage, we reviewed
both the study methodology and the findings of each of the primary studies. The information
from the primary studies that we charted was the full citation of the study, methodology or
methodologies (procedure and participants), and competencies listed as research results/findings.
Stage 5: Collating, Summarizing, and Reporting the Results
The final stage was collating, summarizing, and reporting our scoping literature review results.
Our initial efforts at collating and summarizing competency domains identified 13 Extension
professional competency domains: communication, interpersonal relations, knowledge of
Extension, leadership, professionalism, program planning and evaluation, resource management,
subject matter competence, teaching methodology and delivery, technology, thinking and
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problem-solving, understanding community needs, and volunteer management. However, we
noted that multiple studies we initially cataloged under the interpersonal domain named
“flexibility” as well as “diversity and cultural competence” as professional competency domains.
Therefore, we set another post-hoc parameter: the requirement that each competency is
supported by a minimum of five studies. Conversely, we included eight studies that identified
“human relations” as a competency in the interpersonal relations competency domain as we
determined that these terms were used interchangeably in the literature. Other specific actions we
took toward collating, summarizing, and reporting were:
•
•

•

We included two studies that identified “customer service” as a competency
(Cochran, 2009; Scheer et al., 2011) in the professionalism competency domain.
We included two studies that identified “self-direction” as a competency (Cochran,
2009; Scheer et al., 2011) and one study that identified “self-management” as a
competency (Harder et al., 2010) as part of the professionalism competency domain.
We identified 16 studies that named teaching methodology and delivery as a
competency domain. Notably, the phrase educational programming was used in some
studies, while other studies described this competency domain as “teaching,”
“educational excellence,” “educational programming,” and “theories of learning.”

This resulted in 15 Extension professional competency domains. As final steps for stage 5, we
wrote a working definition of each competency based on our review of the primary studies for
each domain and prepared a compendium of the results organized by the Extension professional
competency domain. As previously stated, scoping studies are different from other
methodologies as the inclusion and exclusion criteria may be amended as the research is
reviewed (Arksey & O’Malley, 2003; Daudt et al., 2013). The final set of initial and post-hoc
parameters was
1. We defined “existing research studies” as those with a stated methodology (initial).
2. We sought published research studies as well as theses and dissertations (initial).
3. We sought studies of Extension professional roles, such as Extension Agent and
Extension Educator, not studies that delineated competencies among Extension
paraprofessionals, administrative assistants, and/or graduate students (initial).
4. We did not set parameters for publication year (initial).
5. We excluded studies of Extension professional competencies for Extension
professionals outside the United States (post-hoc).
6. We excluded studies of Extension competencies taught in college Extension
Education course curricula (post-hoc).
7. We organized professional competency domains for competencies named in a
minimum of five studies (post-hoc).
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Findings
The findings are presented in Table 1; specifically, the compendium showing the 15 competency
domains and definitions, study citations, and methodologies employed (procedures and
participants). Regarding methodologies, we found the following research methods employed: 19
used surveys, seven studies used the Delphi or a modified Delphi technique, seven used a mixedmethods approach, three used interviews, and one used the Borich methodology. Among the 19
surveys, 17 used quantitative approaches, and two used qualitative approaches.
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Table 1. Results of Scoping Review of Extension Professional Competencies
Competencies and Definitions
Communication –
communicating openly in both
verbal (written and oral) and
non-verbal ways with Extension
personnel, volunteers, clients,
and the community in a variety
of situations

Citations
Benge et al. (2011)
Boyd (2003)
Burke (2003)
Cochran (2009)
Conner et al. (2013)
DeBord et al. (2003)
Diaz et al. (2020)
Fox & LaChenaye (2015)
Gibson (2003)
Gibson & Hillison (1994)
Gonzalez (1982)
Harder & Dooley (2007)
Harder et al. (2010)
Harder & Narine (2019)
Haynes (1996)
Hudson (1978)
Itulya (1973)
Lakai et al. (2014)
Lakai (2010)
Liles & Mustian (2004)
Moore & Rudd (2003)
Moore & Rudd (2004)
Moore & Rudd (2005)
Owen (2004)
Reynolds (1993)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Stitt et al. (1983)
Stoller (1971)
Warner et al. (2016)
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Study Procedures
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Modified Delphi Study
Mixed Methods
Modified Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Individual Interviews
Delphi Study
Borich Method
Mixed Methods
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Mixed Methods
Individual Interviews
Survey, Qualitative
Survey, Qualitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study

Study Participants
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals a
Extension 4-H Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Agricultural Professionals b
Extension Professionals
Extension Evaluation Specialists
Youth Development Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension 4-H Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals c
Association of Leadership Educators d
Administrative Heads of Agriculture
Extension Administrators
County Extension Directors
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Internship Advisors
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals & Researchers
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Competencies and Definitions
Diversity and cultural
competence – creating
appropriate materials and
participating in appropriate
practices to promote and show
respect to diverse audiences and
cultures
Flexibility – demonstrating
adaptability in behavior and
methods to accommodate
various circumstances

Interpersonal Relations –
working effectively with others
and demonstrating positive
human relations, open exchange
of ideas, self-awareness, and
emotional intelligence

Knowledge of Extension –
understanding the
organizational system, mission,
values, policies, procedures, and

7

Citations
Cochran (2009)
Fox & LaChenaye (2015)
Lakai (2010)
Moore & Rudd (2004)
Scheer et al. (2011)

Study Procedures
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Individual Interviews
Mixed Methods

Study Participants
Extension Professionals
Youth Development Professionals
Extension Agents
Administrative Heads of Agriculture
Extension Professionals

Cochran (2009)
Conner et al. (2013)
Haynes (1996)
Lakai et al. (2014)
Owen (2004)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Benge et al. (2011)
Brodeur et al. (2011)
Burke (2003)
Cochran (2009)
Cooper & Graham (2001)
DeBord et al. (2003)
Harder & Narine (2019)
Harder et al. (2010)
Hudson (1978)
Lakai et al. (2014)
Lakai (2010)
Liles & Mustian (2004)
Owen (2004)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Brodeur et al. (2011)
Cochran (2009)
Gibson & Hillison (1994)
Harder et al. (2010)

Mixed Methods
Modified Delphi Study
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Qualitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey
Mixed Methods
Borich Method
Delphi Study
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Qualitative
Mixed Methods
Delphi Study
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study

Extension Professionals
Extension Agricultural Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
County Extension Directors
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents & Directors
Extension 4-H Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
County Extension Directors
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents & Directors
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 10, Number 1, 2022

Scoping Extension Professional Competencies

Competencies and Definitions
partners of the Cooperative
Extension system

Leadership – facilitating
organizational and personal
development using leadership
principles and skills

Professionalism – operating in a
timely and ethical manner
through self-directed efforts;
delivering effectual customer
service

Citations
Itulya (1973)
Lakai et al. (2014)
Lakai (2010)
Liles & Mustian (2004)
Owen (2004)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Benge et al. (2011)
Cochran (2009)
Cooper & Graham (2001)
Hall & Broyles (2016)
Harder & Narine (2019)
Harder et al. (2010)
Haynes (1996)
Hudson (1978)
Lakai et al. (2014)
Lakai (2010)
Liles & Mustian (2004)
Owen (2004)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Stitt et al. (1983)
Warner et al. (2016)
Benge et al. (2011)
Burke (2003)
Cochran (2009)
Gonzalez (1982)
Harder et al. (2010)
Lakai et al. (2014)
Lakai (2010)
Liles & Mustian (2004)
Reynolds (1993)
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Study Procedures
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Qualitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey
Survey, Quantitative
Borich Method
Delphi Study
Mixed Methods
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Qualitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative

Study Participants
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
County Extension Directors
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
County Extension Directors
Extension Professionals
Extension Internship Advisors
Extension Professionals & Researchers
Extension Agents
Extension 4-H Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
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Competencies and Definitions

Program Planning and Evaluation
– preparing and organizing the
design, methods, goals, and
evaluation of programs based on
the needs of the clientele

Resource Management –
acquiring and allocating
resources for all job duties

Subject Matter Competence –
having and using knowledge of a
particular subject matter to apply

Citations
Scheer et al. (2011)
Warner et al. (2016)
Benge et al. (2011)
Brodeur et al. (2011)
Conner et al. (2013)
Cooper & Graham (2001)
Diaz et al. (2020)
Gibson & Hillison (1994)
Gonzalez (1982)
Harder et al. (2010)
Itulya (1973)
McClure et al. (2012)
Owen (2004)
Radhakrishna & Martin (1999)
Reynolds (1993)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Schmiesing & Safrit (2007)
Stitt et al. (1983)
Warner et al. (2016)
Benge et al. (2011)
Brodeur et al. (2011)
Cochran (2009)
Hudson (1978)
Lakai et al. (2014)
Lindner (2001)
Owen (2004)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Benge et al. (2011)
Brodeur et al. (2011)
Burke (2003)
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Study Procedures
Mixed Methods
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Modified Delphi Study
Survey
Modified Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Qualitative
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Mixed Methods
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Qualitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative

Study Participants
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals & Researchers
Extension Agents
Extension Agents & Directors
Extension Agricultural Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Evaluation Specialists
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
County Extension Directors
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension 4-H Agents
Extension Internship Advisors
Extension Professionals & Researchers
Extension Agents
Extension Agents & Directors
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension County Chairs
County Extension Directors
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents & Directors
Extension 4-H Agents
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Competencies and Definitions
to real-life situations and in
conducting programs

Citations
DeBord et al. (2003)
Harder et al. (2010)
Lakai et al. (2014)
Lakai (2010)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Teaching Methodology and
Benge et al. (2011)
Delivery – using the appropriate
Culp & Kohlhagen (2004)
styles and resources in educational DeBord et al. (2003)
programming to instruct a variety
Gonzalez (1982)
of ages appropriately
Harder et al. (2010)
Hudson (1978)
Itulya (1973)
Lakai et al. (2014)
Lakai (2010)
Moore & Rudd (2004)
Radhakrishna & Martin (1999)
Reynolds (1993)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Stitt et al. (1983)
Stoller (1971)
Technology – continuing to
Benge et al. (2011)
incorporate technology into
Cochran (2009)
programs appropriately and
Harder et al. (2010)
effectively
Lakai (2010)
Moore & Rudd (2004)
Scheer et al. (2011)
Thinking and Problem Solving –
Benge et al. (2011)
applying critical and creative
Cochran (2009)
techniques to thinking in order to Gibson & Hillison (1994)
understand and solve problems
Hall & Broyles (2016)
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Study Procedures
Mixed Methods
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Delphi Study
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Individual Interviews
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Delphi Study
Survey, Quantitative
Individual Interviews
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Mixed Methods
Survey, Quantitative
Survey, Quantitative

Study Participants
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension 4-H Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Administrative Heads of Agriculture
Extension Agents
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Internship Advisors
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Administrative Heads of Agriculture
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
Extension Professionals
Extension Professionals
Extension Agents
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Competencies and Definitions

Citations
Study Procedures
Study Participants
Harder et al. (2010)
Delphi Study
Extension Professionals
Moore & Rudd (2003)
Mixed Methods
Association of Leadership Educators
Owen (2004)
Survey, Qualitative
County Extension Directors
Scheer et al. (2011)
Mixed Methods
Extension Professionals
Understanding Community Needs Cochran (2009)
Mixed Methods
Extension Professionals
– evaluating the behavior and
Diaz et al. (2020)
Modified Delphi Study
Extension Evaluation Specialists
changes of society which will
Hall & Broyles (2016)
Survey, Quantitative
Extension Agents
influence program development
Hudson (1978)
Mixed Methods
Extension Agents
and needs
Owen (2004)
Survey, Qualitative
County Extension Directors
Scheer et al. (2011)
Mixed Methods
Extension Professionals
Volunteer Management –
Benge et al. (2011)
Survey, Quantitative
Extension Agents
Selection, recruitment,
Boyd (2003)
Delphi Study
Extension Professionals
development, management,
Collins (2001)
Survey, Quantitative
Extension 4-H Agents
engagement, and recognition of
Culp & Kohlhagen (2004)
Survey, Quantitative
Extension 4-H Agents
volunteers
Harder et al. (2010)
Delphi Study
Extension Professionals
Owen (2004)
Survey, Qualitative
County Extension Directors
Schmiesing & Safrit (2007)
Survey, Quantitative
Extension 4-H Agents
a
Boyd (2003) involved 20 experts, including state Extension volunteerism specialists.
b
Conner et al. (2013) involved agricultural teachers and Extension agricultural agents.
c
Liles & Mustian (2004) involved members of the State Extension Advisory Council and Extension professionals.
d
Moore & Rudd (2003) involved the Association of Leadership Educators in roundtable discussions, many of whom were directly involved with
Extension.
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Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
The major conclusion is that existing research studies have yielded a rich literature base
regarding Extension professional competencies. This scoping study identified 15 Extension
professional competency domains: communication, diversity and cultural competence,
flexibility, interpersonal relations, knowledge of Extension, leadership, professionalism, program
planning and evaluation, resource management, subject matter competence, teaching
methodology and delivery, technology, thinking and problem-solving, understanding community
needs, and volunteer management. It appears that many professional competency domains have
remained stable while technology, diversity and cultural competence, and volunteer management
have emerged over the past 20 years.
It was important to document research methodologies, and we noted that the studies were
primarily quantitative surveys. We recommend additional research using qualitative approaches
to understand the competency domains and develop depth of knowledge thoroughly. As these
studies were primarily of Extension Agents, we recommend research that specifically examines
professional competencies for Extension Specialists. This is important because an important
function of the Extension Specialists is to provide both technical subject matter and instruction to
Extension Agents (Radhakrishna, 2001; Shaklee et al., 2014). It is worth noting that some of
these studies defined Extension professional competencies while others expounded on previous
research of competency domains. We did not make an effort to distinguish between these two
approaches. We recommend additional research on defining the skills for each Extension
professional competency domain. Some research exists in this vein; for example, Hall and
Broyles (2016) studied Extension agents’ perceptions of leadership skills, namely the
importance, knowledge, and professional development needs for each skill. We recommend that
such research continue within the professional competency domains and within different
Extension professional roles (4-H youth development, agriculture, community development,
family and consumer sciences, natural resources, and others).
This sweeping view of all published studies on the topic of Extension professional competencies
is an important vantage point that may inform the work of current Extension professionals in
terms of vigorous and intentional job descriptions and performance appraisal, professional
development, and performance management and coaching. We recommend that the findings
inform college curriculum decisions, such as deciding what specific competencies college
students should develop as part of Extension practicum and internship experiences. This scoping
study summarizes research to date in Extension professional competency domains – an important
tool to propel the work of researchers and scholars in Extension education.
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What Explained Nonprofit Organizations’ Satisfaction with
Volunteer Retention During the COVID-19 Pandemic?
Suzanna Windon
Daniel Robotham
The Pennsylvania State University
Ann Echols
Volunteer Centre County Nonprofit Organization
The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate nonprofit organizations’
satisfaction with volunteer retention during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
participants were 74 nonprofit organizations’ leaders who participated in the
online survey. The response rate was 10.6%. We found that the overall mean
score for satisfaction with organizational retention of volunteers during the
COVID-19 pandemic was 3.50 (SD = .98), and the importance of volunteer
management practices was 3.52 (SD = .96). Most nonprofit organizations were
proactive (38.8%) and reacted promptly (52.2%) while addressing the
organizations’ response to the pandemic. Approximately 10.3% of the variation in
satisfaction with organizational retention of volunteers during the COVID-19
pandemic could be explained by the importance of volunteer management
practices and organizational response to the COVID-19 pandemic. However,
within the final model, only one factor was a significant predictor of satisfaction
with organizational retention of volunteers during the COVID-19 pandemic,
namely, organizational response to the COVID-19 pandemic (β = -.304; p =
.014). Recommendations for future research discussed. Implications for volunteer
management and leadership studies faculty, University Extension educators,
human resources practitioners, and local nonprofit organizations’ leaders are
also presented.
Keywords: Satisfaction with organization volunteer retention, volunteer
management practices, organizational response to the COVID-19 pandemic,
COVID-19 pandemic, nonprofit organizations.
Introduction
The importance of volunteers has never been more evident than in the last year during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Important nonprofit organizations like food banks, meal delivery services,
homeless shelters, and free clinics have had dramatic increases in demand for their services. In
contrast, uncertainties about health and safety have caused many volunteers to reduce their hours
or stop volunteering altogether (Fidelity Charitable, 2020). Nearly 70% of human services
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organizations and 50% of arts and culture organizations expect to experience or have already
experienced a decline in the number of volunteers due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Nonprofit
Organization Research Panel [NORP], 2020), making recruitment and retention more difficult.
Even under normal circumstances, the relationship between an organization and its volunteers is
paramount to maintaining a consistent and reliable volunteer pool. Many nonprofit organizations
rely on volunteers to play significant roles because their work is crucial in allowing them to
function and carry out their mission. Without volunteers, many nonprofits would cease to exist.
In 2020, the average value of a volunteer’s time in the United States was estimated at $28.54 per
hour to organizations, increasing from $27.20 in 2019 and $25.43 in 2018 (Independent Sector,
n.d.). The value of a volunteer’s time is reduced by recruitment and training costs, especially for
new volunteers. However, nonprofits can maintain efficiency and consistency in their programs
and services by retaining volunteers. Because of this, nonprofits are consistently looking for
ways to improve volunteer retention (Waters & Bortree, 2012).
Adams (2010) wrote that nonprofit organization leaders must be very intentional about
leadership development despite limited resources. Adams mentioned that while the connection
between nonprofit organization leader effectiveness, organizational effectiveness, and volunteer
retention is clear, the challenge of consistently attracting and retaining volunteer leaders remains.
Nonprofit organizations operated by volunteers weaken without sustained leadership (Adams,
2010). Thus, organizational leadership and management of volunteers are key factors in the
success of many nonprofits. As a result, Adams (2010) recommends that nonprofit organizations
invest in nonprofit organization leadership development. In many volunteer-based nonprofits,
volunteer leadership is essential and has also been effective and successful (Smith & Shen,
1996). Recent studies have examined the relationship between volunteer management practices
and volunteer retention (Al Mutawa, 2015; Cho et al., 2020; Cuskelly et al., 2006; Windon et al.,
2021). These studies suggest a significant relationship between specific volunteer management
practices and volunteer retention.
This study aims to explore volunteer retention by answering the following questions: (1) Does
the relationship between volunteer management practices and volunteer retention remain the
same during periods of uncertainty, such as a global pandemic? (2) What, if anything, explains
how nonprofit organizations can efficiently provide continuous service during an uncertain time?
Because of the unique circumstances caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, this exploratory study
examines the relationship between volunteer management practices, organization response to the
pandemic, and volunteer retention under the current uncertain conditions.
Literature Review
Volunteer Retention
In general, volunteer retention represents a significant benefit as well as a challenge to
nonprofits, even though retention has only recently gained attention in the literature (Al Mutawa,
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2015). An organization’s ability to retain its volunteer pool is impacted by several factors,
including organizational trust (Sefora & Mihaela, 2016), the nonprofit’s ability to meet
volunteers’ expectations (Kim et al., 2007; Walker et al., 2016), the volunteer’s relationship with
their supervisor (Reamon, 2016), the richness of communication used to promote organizational
identification (Bauer & Lim, 2019), specific management practices (Cuskelly et al., 2006), and
the volunteer’s personal intention to continue volunteering (Bauer & Lim, 2019).
Other studies posit that a key factor impacting volunteer retention is the volunteer’s fit within the
organization (Englert et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2007; Van Vianen et al., 2008). These studies all
posit that nonprofits generally tend to struggle to retain volunteers during “normal conditions.”
Retention is key because even during the best of times, it is not uncommon for nonprofits to
encounter volunteer dropout and turnover (Garner & Garner, 2011). Volunteer turnover can be
attributed to several factors including, age, gender, level of organizational commitment (Vecina
& Chacón, 2017), isolation, lack of training, lack of professional development (Skoglund, 2006;
Windon et al., 2021), and length of time with the organization (Dekimpe & Degraeve, 1997).
Volunteer retention (or the attempt to prevent volunteer turnover) can be a struggle for
nonprofits, but during a pandemic, that struggle intensifies. During the COVID-19 pandemic, not
only did the demand for many nonprofit services increase, but the rate of volunteer dropout and
turnover also increased, putting extreme stress on nonprofits. Many nonprofits could not retain
volunteers and were forced to reduce or cut their services (Nonprofit Organization Research
Panel, 2020). Yet, some nonprofits persisted and thrived (BDO USA, 2020). To better
comprehend and evaluate the current situation facing nonprofits, this study examines the
organizational satisfaction with volunteer retention during uncertainty and seeks to understand
what differentiated those nonprofits who retained volunteers from those who did not during the
pandemic? Did the retention strategies that nonprofits found useful before the pandemic work
during the pandemic?
Volunteer Management
“Best” volunteer management practices may be used to reduce volunteer turnover, hence
increasing volunteer retention (Cho et al., 2020; Skoglund, 2006). Best practices include
processes by which an organization recruits, trains, supports, and retains its’ volunteers (Einolf,
2018). Managing volunteers presents a significant challenge to organizations with issues like
developing meaningful roles for volunteers who have limited time, recruiting enough volunteers,
and finding individuals with the right skills for the organization (Moore & Rehnborg, 2013).
Nonprofits address these challenges using “best practice” volunteer management such as the
ISOTURE and GEMS models.
The ISOTURE model (Boyce, 1971) is a linear model that outlines seven steps in volunteer
management (identification, selection, orientation, training, utilization, recognition, and
evaluation). Identification involves finding individuals who have the required qualifications and
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skills to fill specific positions in the organization. Selection involves interviewing potential
candidates to understand better their interests, motivations, and experience to identify the
potential fit within the organization. Orientation involves the clarification and definition of the
volunteer’s role in the organization as well as an introduction to the organization (characteristics,
values, mission). Training involves providing applicable and relevant skills to volunteers based
on individual needs. Utilization involves ensuring that volunteers are put in positions to succeed
and are provided sufficient support and opportunities to utilize their knowledge and skills
effectively. Recognition involves the acknowledgment of volunteer achievements and efforts.
Finally, evaluation involves the proactive provision of feedback from both the organization and
volunteers regarding performance and organizational policies. Originally developed for 4-H
volunteer management, the ISOTURE model is widely utilized and promoted by State Extension
service providers, including Penn State Extension (Denny, 2019; Terry et al., 2010).
Like the ISOTURE model, the GEMS Model of volunteer management (Culp et al., 1998) is
widely used by many University Extension programs. GEMS identifies four distinct concepts
associated with managing volunteers: generating, educating, mobilizing, and sustaining. Within
each concept are several steps related to the management and administration of volunteers. The
generating phase involves conducting an organizational needs assessment, creating specific job
descriptions, and identifying potential volunteers. This is followed by targeted recruitment,
volunteer screening, and finally, the selection of new volunteers. The educating phase involves
providing necessary resources and information to volunteers through orientation, training, and
teaching. Mobilizing involves engaging volunteers with their roles and tasks, motivating and
supervising volunteers to help them carry out the assigned tasks to the best of their ability.
Finally, the sustaining phase involves evaluating, recognizing, promoting, retaining, or
disengaging volunteers.
Despite the widespread use of concepts of ISOTURE and GEMS in many different
environmental and situational contexts, especially within Extension (Ferguson, n.d.), there has
not been explicit application and evaluation of these models in times of uncertainty. However,
components of these volunteer models have been used to develop other crisis volunteer
management models, specifically utilizing orientation and evaluation aspects of ISOTURE
(Salmani et al., 2019). Other components, specifically training (Pardess, 2005; Unlu et al., 2010)
and selection (Jannat et al., 2017; Neubauer et al., 2013), have been utilized during times of
uncertainty, crisis, or disaster.
Relationship Between Volunteer Management Practices and Volunteer Retention
The relationship between volunteer management practices and volunteer retention has been a
topic of increased interest during the last 15-20 years. Hager and Brudney (2004) explored
specific volunteer practices in charity organizations and found a significant positive relationship
between volunteer recognition, training, screening, and task matching with volunteer retention.
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Similarly, studies such as Cuskelly et al. (2006) tenuously linked volunteer management
practices to volunteer retention. More recently, there has been a shift in focus to examine the
relationship between volunteer management practices and retention by examining volunteer
motivation and volunteer satisfaction (Al Mutawa, 2015; Cho et al., 2020). Previous studies
suggest volunteer motivation, particularly intrinsic motivation, significantly predicts volunteer
retention (Graves, 2019; Hoye et al., 2008). Volunteer satisfaction has been shown to predict
volunteer retention, whereby increased volunteer satisfaction with one’s organization and role is
positively associated with intent to continue volunteering with the organization (Pauline, 2011;
Terry et al., 2013). Al Mutawa (2015) examined the mediating effects of volunteer motivation
and volunteer satisfaction. The study results found that volunteer motivation mediated the
significant relationship between specific volunteer management practices (volunteer training and
support) and volunteer retention. Volunteer satisfaction was found to mediate the significant
relationship between volunteer recognition, performance management, and volunteer retention.
Cho et al. (2020) also examined the mediating effects of volunteer satisfaction on the
relationship between volunteer management and intent to continue volunteering among event
volunteers and found that volunteer management practice had a significant positive relationship
with volunteer retention using volunteer satisfaction as a mediating variable. This suggests that
the presence of a mediator variable enhances the relationship between volunteer management
and retention. It is important to note that much of this research has concentrated on the
relationship between volunteer management, satisfaction, and retention from the volunteer’s
perspective. This study aims to explore these variables from the organizational leadership and
management perspective.
Organizational Response to COVID-19
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, nonprofits were rapidly forced to acknowledge an
uncertain public health crisis. The pandemic required many nonprofits to adjust the extent and
nature of their services (Shi et al., 2020). Similarly, many nonprofits experienced a significant
reduction in the number of both employees and volunteers, threatening the survival of these
nonprofits (Kim & Mason, 2020b). However, the impact was mitigated by the organization’s
response (Kim & Mason, 2020a). How nonprofit organizations may have responded to the
pandemic’s uncertainty is critical to their ability to maintain organizational resilience and
volunteer retention (CAF America, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic required organizations to
use resources creatively and identify alternative solutions to maintain functionality. In general,
organizations that tend to survive and even thrive during a crisis are able to establish a clear
purpose, frequent and clear communication channels, a rapid decision-making structure, a strong
local network, and clearly defined worker roles (Rudrajeet, 2013). Possessing a strong
organizational culture of empowerment and providing employees with the required technology
increases organizational resiliency under adverse circumstances (Chong et al., 2020). In essence,
nonprofit organizations must change to survive, let alone thrive during a crisis (e.g., global
pandemic).
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The nature of change by adopting a new policy or idea is described in Everett Rogers’ book,
Diffusion of Innovations (1962). In his book, Rogers explains how new ideas, practices, or
technologies are adopted among individuals or groups. As one of the seminal crisis management
theories, Rogers Diffusion of Innovation theory is widely applied in times of uncertainty (Singh
& Chahal, 2015) and has been used to assess emergency preparedness in organizations (Shiels,
2018). In community outreach and management, the Diffusion of Innovation theory has been
used in the design and development of community extension programs related to agriculture
technology adoption and development for farmers (Ozcatalbas, 2014) as well as community
outreach programs related to maternity health and family planning (Bang et al., 2018), inclusive
recreation services for persons with disabilities (Schleien & Miller, 2010), nutrition intervention
(Huye et al., 2017), and diabetes treatment and prevention strategies (Lien & Jiang, 2017).
Rogers identifies the rate of adopting an innovative decision using five segments, each of which
identifies the degree to which a person or group is ready to adopt something new (an idea,
technology, product, etc.). The five segments are innovators, early adopters, early majority, late
majority, and laggards.
Innovators are characterized as those who actively seek to try and adopt new practices or
technology. Innovators are the least represented group with only around 3% of the population.
The next segment is early adopters. Early adopters are those who are aware of a need to adapt
and often show the ability to influence others, take on leadership roles, and/or embrace new
ideas. This segment represents roughly 14% of the population. The third segment is the early
majority composed of people who typically require evidence of success prior to adopting a new
practice. The early majority represents 34% of the population. The fourth segment is the late
majority, representing 34% of the population. The late majority is generally characterized by
people who are skeptical of change and new practices. As such, they typically will not adopt a
new practice until the majority of people have tried it first with documented success. The last
segment is the laggards, who represent 16% of the population. Laggards are characterized as
very traditional and conservative, skeptical of change, and the last to adopt a new practice. We
use Rogers’ (1962) work to frame how new policies and ideas regarding COVID-19 may be
acknowledged and presented by an organization’s leadership to volunteers as an organizational
response to COVID-19.
Organizations able to proactively react to environmental and societal situations can ensure their
continued existence and success, while those who fail to react often experience difficulties
adapting and surviving during times of crisis and uncertainty (Miles et al., 1978). Similarly,
organizations that can rapidly adopt new practices and technology to maintain functionality are
more resilient than those that cannot.
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Relationship Between Organizational Response to Uncertainty and Volunteer Retention
Uncertainty and crisis are often stressful for both organizational leaders and the organization’s
volunteers and can lead to higher rates of volunteer burnout and stress (Olivares, 2015).
Organizational responses have been shown to help mitigate the effects of uncertainty by
promoting a sense of safety and preparedness, promoting a sense of calm, developing a sense of
self and collective efficacy, promoting connectedness between members of the organization, and
finally instilling a sense of hope (Hobfoll et al., 2007). During the current health crisis due to
COVID-19, organizational responses have varied dramatically. Some organizations have taken
no more than the actions required by federal or state law, while others have made substantial
adjustments to address employee concerns (Shepard et al., 2021). Several studies suggest that
perceived organizational psychological support is a key factor in reducing the likelihood of
volunteer or employee burnout among individuals in high-stress environments (Cyr & Dowrick,
1991; Miller et al., 2017; Moreno-Jiménez & Villodres, 2010). These studies counter that
organizational inaction related to addressing employee safety concerns fails to improve retention.
Similarly, in private organizations, proactive organizational responses and support during crisis
situations were shown to impact perceived job security among employees, which is significantly
positively correlated with employee organizational commitment and retention (Filimonau et al.,
2020; Gharib et al., 2017).
Purpose and Research Objectives
This quantitative study seeks to assess perceptions of organization retention of existing
volunteers during a pandemic among local nonprofit organization leaders in Centre County,
Pennsylvania, and explore the relationship between organization retention and organization
volunteer management practices. The knowledge gained through this study should expand
current understandings regarding the nature, scope, and value of organization retention of
existing volunteers within the nonprofit organization leader’s role. The current study was guided
by two research objectives:
(1) Describe the importance of volunteer management practices, organizational response
to the COVID-19 pandemic, and satisfaction with organizational retention of
volunteers during the COVID-19 pandemic.
(2) Describe to what extent satisfaction with organizational retention of volunteers during
the COVID-19 pandemic can be explained by the importance of volunteer
management practices and the organizational response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Methods
We used a survey method to address the two research objectives of this study. We used an online
questionnaire administered via Qualtrics to explore local nonprofit organizations’ leaders’
perceptions of (1) Satisfaction with organizational retention of volunteers during the COVID-19
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pandemic, (2) Importance of volunteer management practices, and (3) Organizational response to
the COVID-19 pandemic. This research was approved by Penn State University’s Office of
Research Protections.
Participants and Data Collection
The target population for our study was approximately 700 nonprofit organization leaders, all
from Centre County, Pennsylvania. Our study used a census approach and followed Dillman et
al.’s (2014) online data collection technique. The list of nonprofit organizations in our population
was created from the IRS Charity database (https://www.irs.gov/charities-non-profits/taxexempt-organization-search). We identified over 1,500 nonprofit organizations in the County.
We then Googled each organization on this list to locate each organization’s website to the
extent possible. From there, we gleaned the names of Board Presidents, executive directors,
and/or key leaders. We also reached out to and used our own local networks to connect with as
many of these organizations as possible. We were able to distill email addresses for 696
organizational leaders, where an organizational leader is a Board President or Executive
Director. We sent an invitation email to all of these nonprofit organizations’ leaders and asked
these leaders to participate in our voluntary study. We sent four email reminders. Data collection
occurred during the Spring of 2021. We received survey responses from 105 leaders. After
removing responses with missing data, the final data set included responses from 74 nonprofit
organizational leaders, providing a response rate of 10.6%.
Sixty percent (60%) of the 74 nonprofit organizational leaders reported that they reduced their
organization’s services during the COVID-19 pandemic, whereas 13% reported making no
changes in their organization’s operations during the pandemic, and 27% reported increasing
their organization’s services. Other actions (not mutually exclusive) taken by the 74 nonprofit
organizational leaders who completed our survey included: transitioning to remote working
(about 55%), creating or reorganizing existing volunteer teams (25.7%), reducing the number of
volunteers in the organization’s volunteer pool (44.6%), and implementing social distancing
practices and/or adjusting working areas according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention’s (CDC) guidelines (66%).
Instrumentation, Validity, and Reliability
We developed a one-item scale, Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of Volunteers During
the COVID-19 Pandemic. This variable was measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 to 5, whereby 1 (not at all satisfied), 2 (slightly satisfied), 3 (moderately satisfied), 4
(very satisfied), and 5 (extremely satisfied). The second variable of interest was a nine-item
scale, Importance of Volunteer Management Practices, developed using current literature that
specifically discussed both ISOTURE and GEMS models (Boyce, 1971; Culp et al., 1998). This
variable was measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5, whereby 1 (not at all
important), 2 (slightly important), 3 (moderately important), 4 (very important), and 5 (extremely
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important). The mean score of the nine-scale instrument was calculated and used in further
statistical analysis. The Cronbach alpha coefficient for the newly created Importance of
Volunteer Management Practices during the COVID-19 pandemic scale was .92. We asked
participants to indicate the importance of the indicated activities related to volunteer
management practices during the COVID-19 pandemic. Examples of scale items include having
a specific volunteer recruitment plan; matching the skills, experience, and interests of volunteers
to specific roles; providing trainings for all staff and volunteers; screening potential new
volunteers; and formally recognizing efforts of individual volunteers.
To measure “Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic,” we adapted Roger’s theory
of innovation model to develop one survey question “Which of the following best represents your
organization’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic? Five response options were provided using
a 5-point scale: 1 (the organization proactively acted to address the situation ahead of time), 2
(the organization actively collected external data and reacted promptly), 3 (the organization
waited on others’ early success stories before reacting), 4 (the organization was reluctant to react
and waited for the majority to react before it acted), and 5 (the organization was skeptical and
one of the last to react).
Prior to administering our survey, we asked a panel of seven people – Penn State Extension
educators, Extension administrators, academic faculty members with expertise in survey
methodology, and a graduate student in Extension education – to review our instrument for face
and content validity. The panel of experts determined that the instrument was sufficiently valid.
A pilot test was conducted to assess the validity of the created instrument further. For the pilot
study, we selected 18 Penn State Extension educators from around our state who frequently work
with their community’s leaders of volunteer-based organizations. The response rate for
individuals completing the pilot study was 61% (n = 11).
We conducted a principal component analysis with direct, oblique rotation (assuming scale items
are highly correlated) to identify the factor loadings for the newly developed nine-item scale
“Importance of Volunteer Management Practices.” The scree plot (Figure 1) indicates the point
of inflection on the curve. This curve begins to tail off after one factor.
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Figure 1. Scree Plot of Component Extraction

The initial principal component analysis yielded one factor, which is presented in Table 1. In
other words, the result in Table 1 showed that eight items out of nine were highly loaded onto the
same factor (Factor 1). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin statistics of sampling adequacy for these nine
variables was .891. That indicates that we should proceed with Exploratory Factor Analysis. The
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was 382.63 with a significance level of ˂ .001. Only one component
has total initial eigenvalues greater than one, and, in our case, it explains 59.6% of the variance.
We compared the rotated matrix with the unrotated solution. The result of the unrotated matrix
showed that most variables (8 items) loaded highly onto the first factor. The remaining item,
“Formally recognizing efforts of individual volunteers,” had a low factor loading .248. This item
was eliminated from the newly created scale for further statistical analysis. We justified that the
newly developed scale is a one-factor model.
Table 1. Factor Loadings
Items
Having a specific volunteer recruitment plan
Identifying volunteers according to organizational needs
Screening potential new volunteers
Matching the skills, experience, and interests of volunteers to specific roles
Providing orientation for new volunteers
Provide training for all staff and volunteers
Supervise volunteers (building relationships, mentoring volunteers, checking the status
of work)
Formally recognizing efforts of individual volunteers
Evaluate volunteers
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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.628
.547
.722
.589
.726
.649
.659
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Control for Nonresponse Error
Early and late responses were compared to evaluate no-response errors in this study (Miller &
Smith, 1983). The first forty respondents were assigned as an early phase respondent group, and
the last forty respondents were identified as a late phase respondent group. The early and late
phases of responders were determined based on the day and time their questionnaire was
submitted. We conducted an independent t-test to determine if group means for total scores on
the four measured constructs differed between the two groups of respondents (early and late).
The independent samples t-test (alpha level of .05, two-tailed) for equality of means for scale
scores of constructs between early and late respondents showed no statistically significant
differences between early and late respondents. The results of the t-test suggested nonresponse
bias was not an issue (Lindner et al., 2001; Miller & Smith, 1983), and they reveal that data
collected from leaders of local nonprofit organizations were representative of the entire study
population (see Table 2).
Caution is advised in interpreting the study findings since participants are not a random sample.
The findings of this study will only apply to those who participated, and as such, can only be
generalized to the entire population of leaders of nonprofit organizations in the County surveyed.
Table 2. Independent Samples t-test for Equality of Means on Scale Scores of Construct
Between Early and Late Respondents
Scale
Importance of Volunteer Management
Practices
Satisfaction with your Organization’s
Retention of Volunteers During the
COVID-19 Pandemic

Respondents
Early (n = 30)
Late (n =30)
M
SD
M
SD

t

p

3.59

.94

3.56

.81

.137

.891

3.60

1.07

3.38

1.01

.812

.420

Data Analysis
We used SPSS® version 26 to conduct the data analysis for our study. Both our dependent
variable – Satisfaction with Organizational Volunteer Retention During the COVID-19
Pandemic – and our independent variable – Importance of Volunteer Management Practices –
were treated as interval data. A descriptive statistic was utilized to describe the first research
objective. For research objective two, we used an application of the Pearson correlation
coefficient to measure associations between Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of
Volunteers During the COVID-19 Pandemic, Importance of Volunteer Management Practices,
and the Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic. A multiple linear regression
analysis was conducted to explain the relationship between overall Satisfaction with
Organizational Retention of Volunteers During the COVID-19 Pandemic (dependent variable)
and independent variables, such as Importance of Volunteer Management Practices and
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demographic variable Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic. Also, we used
standard Davis Conventions (1971) to describe the magnitude of the correlation between
independent and dependent variables (see Table 3).
Table 3. Describing the Magnitude of Correlations Based on Davis’ (1971) Conventions
The Magnitude of the
Correlation Coefficient
1.00
0.70 or higher
0.50 to 0.69
0.30 to 0.49
0.10 to 0.29
0.01 to 0.09
Note. Adapted from Davis (1971).

Description
Perfect association
Very strong association
Substantial association
Moderate association
Low association
Negligible association

Findings
The first research objective was to describe local nonprofit organization leaders’ perceptions of
their Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of Volunteers During the COVID-19 Pandemic,
Importance of Volunteer Management Practices, and Organizational Response to the COVID-19
Pandemic. The mean summative score for Importance of Volunteer Management Practices was
3.52 (SD = .96, n = 74). Results for the set of eight items comprising this variable are shown in
Table 4. Higher scores indicate a higher level of importance in the particular area of volunteer
management, while lower scores indicate a lower level of importance in the particular area. The
survey items scoring the highest mean values were the importance of (a) Matching the skills,
experience, and interests of volunteers to specific roles (M = 3.95; SD = 1.02), (b) Supervising
volunteers (M = 3.74.70; SD = 1.05), and (c) Providing trainings for all staff and volunteers (M =
3.70; SD = 1.20). The survey items scoring lower importance scores were (a) Evaluation
volunteers. (M = 2.80; SD = 1.20), (b) Having a specific volunteer recruitment plan (M = 3.21;
SD = 1.34), (c) Screening potential new volunteers (M = 3.42; SD = 1.41).
Table 4. Importance of Volunteer Management Practices
Item
Evaluating volunteers
Having a specific
volunteer recruitment
plan
Screening potential
new volunteers
Identifying volunteers
according to
organizational needs
Providing orientations
for new volunteers

n

1

74

3(4.1)

72

11(15.3)

13(18.1)

10(13.9)

74

9(12.2)

13(17.6)

74

3(4.1)

74

9(12.2)
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3
4
Frequency (Percent)
6(8.1)
15(20.3) 28(37.8)

5
22(29.7)

M
2.80

SD
1.20

26(36.1)

12(16.7)

3.21

1.34

13(17.6)

16(21.6)

23(31.1)

3.42

1.41

8(10.8)

16(21.6)

31(41.9)

16(21.6)

3.66

1.06

7(9.5)

6(8.1)

28(37.8)

24(32.4)

3.69

1.34
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n
1
2
3
4
5
Item
Frequency (Percent)
M
Providing trainings for
74
5(6.8)
8(10.8)
13(17.6) 26(35.1) 22(29.7) 3.70
all staff and volunteers
Supervising volunteers
(building relationships,
mentoring volunteers,
74
3(4.1)
7(9.5)
13(17.6) 34(45.9) 17(23.0) 3.74
checking the status of
work)
Matching the skills,
experience, and
74
3(4.1)
4(5.4)
10(13.5) 34(45.9) 23(31.1) 3.95
interests of volunteers
to specific roles
Note. The scale’s items were measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all
important), 2 (slightly important), 3 (moderately important), 4 (very important), and 5 (extremely
important).

SD
1.20

1.05

1.02

The descriptive statistics of Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of Volunteers During the
COVID-19 Pandemic are shown in Table 5. The mean score of Satisfaction with Organizational
Retention of Volunteers During the COVID-19 Pandemic was 3.50 (SD = .98). Approximately
51 % of participants indicated that they were very and/or extremely satisfied with their
organization’s retention of existing volunteers.
Table 5. Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of Volunteers During the COVID-19
Pandemic
Item
Satisfaction with
organizational
retention of
volunteers during
the COVID-19
pandemic

Not at all
Satisfied

Slightly
Satisfied

Moderately
Satisfied

Very
Satisfied

Extremely
Satisfied

M

SD

4 (5.6%)

3 (4.2%)

28 (38.9%)

27 (37.5%)

10 (13.9%)

3.50

.98

The descriptive statistics of the Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic variable
are shown in Table 6. Most nonprofit organizations were proactive (38.8%) and reacted promptly
(52.2%) while addressing the organization’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Table 6. Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic
Items
The organization proactively acted to address the situation ahead of time
The organization actively collected external data and reacted promptly
The organization waited on others’ early success stories before reacting
The organization was reluctant to react and waited for the majority to react
before it acted
The organization was skeptical and one of the last to react
Total
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Frequency
26
35
2

Percent
38.8
52.2
3

3

4.5

1
67

1.5
100
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The second research objective was to describe to what extent Satisfaction with Organizational
Retention of Volunteers During the COVID-19 Pandemic can be explained by Importance of
Volunteer Management Practices and Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic.
Application of the Pearson Correlation Coefficient (Freedman et al., 2007) showed a significant
low negative association between Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of Volunteers
During the COVID-19 Pandemic and Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic (r =
-.28, p = .011). The correlation between Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of Volunteers
During the COVID-19 Pandemic and Importance of Volunteer Management Practices was not
significant (r = -.06, p = .612). No significant correlation was found between Importance of
Volunteer Management Practices and Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic (r =
-.14, p = .268). A multiple linear regression model was conducted to determine the relationship
between our dependent variable Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of Volunteers During
the COVID-19 Pandemic and independent variables, namely, Importance of Volunteer
Management Practices and Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic. Multiple R2
indicated that approximately 10.3 % of the variation in Satisfaction with Organizational
Retention of Volunteers During the COVID-19 Pandemic could be explained by Importance of
Volunteer Management Practices and Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic (see
Table 7).
Table 7. Multiple Regression Analysis Between Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of
Volunteers During the COVID-19 Pandemic, Importance of Volunteer Management Practices
and Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic
Model Fit
1
Note. p < .05

R
.321

R2
.103

Adj. R
.074

SE
.911

Analysis of variance in overall Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of Volunteers During
the COVID-19 Pandemic is presented in Table 8.
Table 8. Analysis of Variance in Support for Satisfaction with Organizational Retention of
Volunteers During the COVID-19 Pandemic
Model
Regression
Residual
Total
Note. p < .05

Sum of Squares
5.991
52.267
58.258

df
1
63
65

Mean square
2.995
.830

F
3.610

p
.033

Within the final model, only one factor was a significant predictor of Satisfaction with
Organizational Retention of Volunteers During the COVID-19 Pandemic, namely,
Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic (β = -.304; p-value = .014). Multiple
relations’ coefficients are presented in Table 9.
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Table 9. Multiple Regression Coefficients
Model
Constant
Importance of Volunteer Management Practices
Organizational Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic
Note. p < .05

B
4.683
-.145
-.343

SER
.513
.115
.136

β
-.152
-.304

p
.000
.212
.014

Discussion, Implication, and Recommendations
Nonprofit organizational leaders are tasked with developing and implementing appropriate and
effective management policies toward the retention of volunteers (Boezeman & Ellemers, 2014).
The need for retaining volunteers is more important during times of crisis than otherwise
(VolunteerMatch, 2020). Leaders must be prepared, decisive, collaborative, and transparent to
respond to uncertainty and lead their employees and volunteers through difficult periods
(Gilstrap et al., 2016).
This study makes a unique contribution to nonprofit leadership and management research by
examining the relationship between volunteer retention, “best” volunteer management practices,
and organizational satisfaction with the retention of volunteers during the COVID-19 pandemic.
By focusing on retaining existing volunteers and not on recruiting special volunteers who may be
of assistance, especially during a crisis (Steerman & Cole, 2009), we are able to extend previous
research findings that “best” volunteer management practices are generally commendable, but
during a crisis, such as a global pandemic, these practices are not as valuable to an organization’s
ability to retain existing volunteers compared with the value gleaned from being an early,
proactive responder to the crisis. Also, the omission of a key item in the “best practices”
literature – formally recognizing efforts of individual volunteers – may not have loaded onto the
one factor because offering formal recognition was not an option with the County during the
lockdown, forcing people not to hold formal face-to-face ceremonies. Thus, future researchers
may question the applicability of each “best practice” item given the environmental
circumstances at play and consider the overall value of the “best practices” in general. That is,
the “best practices” may have greater applicability at a given time and/or place than at other
times and/or places, and future research may further delineate this time and/or place.
Organizations that proactively responded to the COVID-19 pandemic were more apt to retain
their existing volunteers than organizations considered laggards in addressing the pandemic’s
health implications. Volunteer retention is a significant challenge for many nonprofit
organizations, and this challenge was exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The results of
this study showed that despite most nonprofit organizations (60%) reducing their service during
the COVID-19 pandemic and some nonprofit organizations (27%) increasing their services, the
ability to retain existing volunteers was more a function of being an early, proactive responder
(i.e., organizations who did not hesitate to take adaptive measures to protect themselves and their
workers at the beginning of the pandemic) than it was due to anything else. The relationship
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between “best” volunteer management practices for retaining volunteers and satisfaction with
volunteer retention suggests that volunteer management practices alone are insufficient to predict
satisfaction with maintaining an existing pool of volunteers.
Our study is not without limitations. First, generalization is limited by our sample, which is
location-specific. We focused only on respondents from Centre County in Pennsylvania. The
COVID-19 pandemic manifested itself differently at different times across the County. Some
counties were hit harder than others. We acknowledge that the extent to which COVID-19 was
present in our community could have played a significant role in our findings. At one point
during the 2020-2021 timeframe of the pandemic, our County ranked 7th overall in the nation for
being the worst COVID-19 hotspot. It could be that the leaders of nonprofit organizations
located in counties facing fewer COVID-19 infections would have responded differently to our
survey, and further research is needed to bear this out. Also, our survey was administered in the
Spring of 2021, and the pandemic’s uncertainty was more rampant and tumultuous in early 2020,
giving our respondents the advantage of hindsight to some extent. If our survey had been
administered early in 2020, respondents might have felt differently; thus, our results may have
differed. Again, future research is needed to bear this out (albeit, we do not wish for another
global pandemic to exist for the sake of creating such an “opportunity”). Lastly, although we
learned that being an early, proactive responder to the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a greater
likelihood of retaining existing volunteers, following up with a qualitative assessment of what
exactly being an early, proactive responder “looks like” could be immensely helpful. Using
Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovation (1962) model is a good first step, but articulating what was
going on in the minds’ of the nonprofit organizations’ leaders who responded early to the
pandemic can help us better understand how to carry out an early response strategy in an
effective way. Based solely on leaders’ responses to Rogers’ 5-stage general model, we cannot
assume that all early responders interpreted what each stage meant in terms of implementation.
Follow-up studies should be conducted to refine (1) how our dependent variable is measured (not
simply as a leader’s perception of volunteer retention like in our study, but possibly measuring
the actual percentage change in the number of volunteers being retained), (2) how Rogers’ theory
can be further refined and measured, (3) how other change management practices or strategies
may influence volunteer retention, and (4) the timing of when a leader carries out the
organization response to change, to name a few ways to extend our research. Lastly, our study
surveyed the leaders of nonprofit organizations. Future students may wish to survey leaders in
the for-profit sector, governmental leaders, and/or institutional leaders (such as those working for
public schools, college administrators, etc.)
Volunteer management and leadership studies faculty, University Extension educators, and
human resources practitioners can use our study’s findings to help create more advanced
curricula for educating nonprofit leaders for change. The COVID-19 pandemic was a jolting,
serious crisis that represented a massive change in how people and organizations carried out their
work. Change is inevitable with some changes, like the pandemic and other disruptive events
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(e.g., war/conflict, cybersecurity, and technological progress) being sudden. Other changes may
occur more gradually over time (e.g., freshwater quality and availability, climate change, and/or
shifts in population to more urban areas). Yet all changes will impact people and hence
organizations. How organizational leaders deal with crisis-level changes may determine if the
organization thrives, simply survives, or fails to continue existing. Having leadership and
volunteer management education scholars, University Extension faculty, and human resources
practitioners working collaboratively in both research and leadership change-education
initiatives, such as formal classes, outreach programs, training, and/or by offering other
professional development opportunities, not only provides shared learning but also informs
future research needed to advance our understanding. Collaborations can help strengthen existing
leadership curricula as it relates to retaining an existing volunteer base, managing change for
existing volunteers, and knowing when to use and not use “best” management practices as one
factor or separately as individual items. The importance of change-management education for
nonprofits could not be greater than it is right now. Educators, practitioners, and nonprofit
leaders should themselves follow Rogers’ model and consider our findings to be proactive, early
adopters of advancing change-management curricula.
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Evaluating a Relationship Education Program
with Incarcerated Adults
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Research indicates healthy family relationships can reduce recidivism. More
effort has been placed towards providing family life programming in prisons to
promote healthy individual and relational functioning, yet only a handful of
studies have evaluated and provided insight on relationship education (RE) for
incarcerated adults. This study contributes to this emerging effort and examines
changes following participation in a RE program, using a sample of 461
incarcerated men and women. Findings indicate significant improvements in
anxiety and depressive symptoms and conflict resolution skills. Additional tests of
moderation of change by gender, relationship status, and child age revealed a
greater change in individual functioning for those in a relationship compared to
those who were not. Indications are that RE programs hold promise for
contributing to better individual well-being and healthy relationships during
incarceration and the potential for reducing recidivism incidence after re-entry.
Keywords: program evaluation, relationship education, incarceration, mental
health, family relationships
Introduction
Over the course of a decade, from 2008 to 2018, the United States experienced an unprecedented
15% decrease in its adult incarceration rate (lowest since 1996). However, challenges of mass
incarceration are still prevalent (Carson et al., 2020). According to the Bureau of Justice
Statistics, an estimated 1,518,535 adults are imprisoned in state and federal facilities (Glaze &
Maruschak, 2010). This report also indicates that of those incarcerated, 809,800 prisoners are
parents to about 1,706,600 children under the age of 18. A 2018 special report on recidivism
rates between 2005 to 2014 indicated that 5 in 6 prisoners (across 30 states) were rearrested
within nine years (Alper et al., 2018). This revolving door effect has prompted policymakers and
researchers to develop programs aimed at reducing recidivism rates (Naser & La Vigne, 2006).
Many programs tend to focus on employment readiness and substance abuse, yet family
relationships also play a key role in recidivism (Naser & La Vigne, 2006).
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Social support, particularly family support, can be important for prisoners’ re-entry into society
(La Vigne et al., 2005). Naser and La Vigne (2006) posit that families can support or help
prisoners with the challenges associated with returning to society. Garofalo (2020) asserts that
family-based support can reduce recidivism, improve parenting skills, and contribute to family
cohesion. However, a lack of evaluation studies for family-based interventions in incarcerated
settings creates a challenge for the necessary resources and funding to support such initiatives
(Garofalo, 2020). Clone and DeHart (2014) conducted a qualitative analysis of the experiences
of 60 incarcerated women regarding the role social support plays in their well-being. Open-ended
questions addressed physical and psychological victimization, family and relationship history,
delinquency and crime, and experiences with the legal system. Results highlighted that family
members were the most common source of support in areas relevant to emotional support,
tangible needs, and advice (informational support). La Vigne et al. (2005) found that the nature
of relationships between male prisoners and family members and the level and type of contact
(during prison) were predictors of positive post-release outcomes for male prisoners. Overall,
research suggests that family support (emotional or tangible) can reduce the chances of rearrests
substance use and lead to more success (e.g., employment) following release (Garofalo, 2020; La
Vigne et al., 2005).
According to Wallace et al. (2016), prisoners who experience challenges with mental health can
benefit from social or familial support. The authors highlight that incarcerated individuals may
experience strained or negative levels of family support. The authors examined whether positive
or negative interactions from family members during and after the incarceration affected
prisoners’ mental health outcomes post-release. The results indicated that positive familial
support while in prison does not affect mental health but does post-release. Negative familial
support was associated with poorer mental health outcomes at post-release. The predictability of
a prisoner’s re-entry success can depend on the family’s role during and after incarceration
(Mowen & Visher, 2015). Mowen and Visher (2015) found that when studying drug usage and
criminal desistance of formerly incarcerated individuals and the relationship to familial support
and conflict, family support during incarceration was not significantly related to decreases in
drug use and crime upon release. However, formerly incarcerated individuals who experienced
family conflict during release were at increased odds of engaging in substance abuse and crime.
Further, indications are that both marital and parental relationships are vulnerable to dissolution
during incarceration; this can be due to complications surrounding limited in-person
communication like visitation (due to distance) or the costliness of phone calls (Hairston, 1991).
Apel (2016) explored the stability of marital and cohabiting relationships in incarcerated settings.
A quantitative analysis via self-reports from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth found
that incarceration was disruptive for unions (marital and cohabiting) as early as one-month postrelease. This effect was also found for long-term transitions to marriage. According to Hairston
(1991), another challenge of couple relationships and incarceration is that married couples
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cannot sustain their relationship because of the inability to engage in experiences, everyday
interactions, and sexual intimacy.
In addition to challenges within couple relationships, incarcerated individuals may face
difficulties in co-parenting relationships (Arditti et al., 2005). Arditti et al. (2005) conducted a
qualitative study of 51 imprisoned fathers that detailed their involvement and identity as a parent.
The study contained interviews that focused on father-child relationships, prison experiences,
contact with family members, and father-mother relationships; however, the relationship status
of the father-mother relationships (e.g., married, divorced, nonmarried) was not stated.
Regarding co-parenting, the study found that fathers identified challenges in making contact with
children and relying on the biological mother for collaboration to make contact. Some fathers
noted that “gate-keeping” (mothers’ attempts to limit a father’s involvement in children’s lives)
was an issue in their ability to co-parent children. Ultimately, the study showed that co-parenting
relationships between mothers and incarcerated fathers played a role in father-child relationships.
Muentner and Charles (2020) conducted 38 semi-structured interviews with 19 fathers postincarceration, nine mothers who were co-parenting, and ten relatives. Participants were asked to
detail information regarding fatherhood post-release. Specifically, results highlighted the theme
of family support-based programs and assistance. Participants reported a desire for familyfocused activities (e.g., barbeques), parenting classes, and family therapy.
Research also finds that incarceration can affect family ties and place children at risk for
challenges (Johnson & Easterling, 2012). During separation, children of incarcerated parents
may experience economic, emotional, and residential instability and disrupted caregiving
relationships (Murray & Murray, 2010; Parke & Clarke-Stewart, 2003). Restrictions of contact
or communication between family members and prisoners can cause disruptions within
relationships (La Vigne et al., 2005). Ultimately, the child’s well-being may be negatively
affected by the challenges of parental incarceration (Johnson & Easterling, 2012).
A Family Systems Framework
Family systems theory is based on the foundational beliefs and tenets of psychiatrist Dr. Murray
Bowen, who sought to develop a more integrative and broad approach to treating clients within a
family context (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The theory assumes that a family is more than just the
individuals that make it; rather, it is an interconnected unit with influences among its members
(Bowen, 1978). An individual and their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors have the potential to
influence the entire family and are influenced by others in the system because family systems are
defined by their communication and feedback, which guides a family’s behavior (Smith &
Hamon, 2017). The theory asserts that family members and their behavior can be understood
within the context of the family unit. In families with dysfunction (negative displays or patterns
of communication), families may attempt to correct the dysfunction through feedback loops.
According to Smith and Hamon (2017), positive feedback loops are formed when a family
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member or members encourage functional or more positive change. Negative feedback loops
develop when a family member or members do not encourage change in dysfunctional behavior.
Bowen’s early work showed that family functioning might be influenced by chronic anxiety that
stems from the challenges of forming and maintaining family connections while maintaining self
and a sense of differentiation (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Incarceration may threaten
the development or maintenance of relationships and overall differentiation because of a lack of
communication between incarcerated individuals and family members (Arditti et al., 2005;
Hairston, 1991). With limited opportunities to communicate (e.g., phone calls, visitation), this
threat can bring forth negative communication patterns that might ultimately lead to relationship
dissolution (Hairston, 1991).
When individuals can manage and balance conflicts between separateness and togetherness
within the family system, they can attain healthy levels of differentiation of self. As a result,
individuals can engage in and form healthy relationships (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Research
indicates that higher levels of differentiation and skills (affect regulation) are predictive of higher
marital quality and satisfaction and interpersonal functioning (Gubbins et al., 2010; Peleg, 2008;
Timm & Keiley, 2011). As such, scholars suggest that individuals can develop communication
and general relationship skills that can affect an individual’s well-being as well as interactions
and relationship quality throughout the family system (Visvanathan et al., 2014), setting the stage
for interventions and programs for incarcerated individuals. Relationship education (RE)
programs may assist incarcerated individuals and their families develop positive communication
and feedback loops that aid with both intra- and interpersonal challenges that may arise (Smith &
Hamon, 2017).
Relationship Education in the Prison Setting
The study of RE with incarcerated adults can be viewed through the lens of family systems
theory. In incarcerated settings, as noted, it can be emotionally and mentally straining to develop
and maintain relationships (La Vigne et al., 2005). Hairston (1991) emphasizes that these strains
may create stress and dysfunction among the incarcerated and their families. A movement in
which more RE programs are being funded has emerged to offer RE to incarcerated men and
women to receive the opportunity to learn and apply skills within their relationships (e.g., coparenting, couple, and parental). These skills may be effective in changing or altering more
functional communication patterns. Further, positive feedback from participants’ families may
encourage the utilization of the skills gained from RE (Visvanathan et al., 2014).
Research has shown that community-based programs centered on RE can provide skills (e.g.,
communication, co-parenting) and insight to diverse populations (e.g., Halford et al., 2009;
Visvanathan et al., 2014) and benefit the individual and the family system. Early RE research
mostly targeted well-educated, middle-class populations (Hawkins & Erickson, 2014). Within
the past decade, federal and state governments have allocated significant funding towards
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providing RE to more diverse populations, particularly low-income populations (Arnold &
Beelmann, 2019; Hawkins & Erickson, 2014). This initiative was spurred on by findings
indicating the negative effects of family instability and the populations at-risk for poverty, low
education, and similar hardships (Hawkins & Erickson, 2014). Currently, only five studies have
addressed the evaluation and implementation of RE for prison populations.
Decades ago, Accordino and Guerney (1998) were the first to focus on RE for incarcerated men
and developed a two-day (eight hours a day) marriage enrichment program for 22 Jewish
prisoners and their wives. The program sought to enhance relationship skills focused on
expression, empathy, and negotiation. At the conclusion of the program, participants were asked
to assess whether their marital needs were met by the RE program. This was done via a program
evaluation questionnaire that assessed clarity of objectives, organization of the program, pace of
the program, suitability of material, breadth of training, active involvement of participants,
overall program rating, leader’s interest/enthusiasm, leader’s attitude towards participants, leader
competence, leader’s stimulation of learning, and overall leader rating. A qualitative assessment
was also provided at the conclusion of the RE program via four open-ended items that asked
what the couples liked best about the RE program, what they liked least about the program,
suggestions to improve future RE programs at the facility, and any comments regarding their
reaction to the program. Participants qualitatively reported that the program enabled them to
solve problems within their marriages, work and communicate with other couples, and function
within a relaxed environment. Overall, results indicated that the RE program positively affected
participants’ marital relationships. With this insight, the RE program continued for several years.
More recently, Einhorn et al. (2008) conducted a study in which inmates in Oklahoma
participated in Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program Inside and Out: Marriage
Education for Inmates (PREP). The study included 254 inmates with or without their partners
who participated in a 12-hour RE program. The program assessed satisfaction with their
relationship dedication, confidence, communication skills, friendship, and negative interactions
from pre-test to post-test. Results indicated gains in all areas, regardless of race or gender.
Participants showed improved levels of relationship confidence and dedication, more
relationship satisfaction and friendship, positive changes in communication, decreases in
negative interactions, and feeling less lonely. Additionally, participants rated and reported that
PREP provided them with the training and material they needed to make their marriages work.
Staff at the correctional facility also rated and detailed high levels of satisfaction with PREP
because it was properly adapted to fit the incarcerated population.
Shamblen et al. (2013) further investigated marital relationships within the context of
incarceration. The study included 144 married couples (one spouse incarcerated) who took part
in an adaptation of Creating Lasting Family Connections (CLFC) Marriage Enhancement
Program, which focused on effective communication, marriage enrichment, conflict resolution,
developing responsible and healthy attitudes and behaviors regarding substance abuse, and
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positive parenting practices. Participants were assigned to either a treatment (took part in the
program) or control (did not take part in the program) group. The program was offered as a
weekend retreat (two, eight-hour sessions) or a 10-session format (five, two-hour sessions).
Participants were given a survey at pre-test, post-test, and a three-month follow-up that examined
communication skills, conflict resolution skills, intrapersonal skills, emotional awareness,
emotional expression, inter-personal skills, relationship management skills, relationship
satisfaction, and relationship commitment. Results showed improvements in the relationship
skills of husbands who took part in the program relative to a sample of men who did not
participate in the program, improvements in relationship skills for both husbands and wives, and
improvements in relationship skills that were sustained at the follow-up period.
Harcourt and Adler-Baeder (2015) detailed an evaluation of a RE program that was provided to
502 prisoners in Alabama (across eight counties). Like previous studies, this study assessed the
couple domain, but it uniquely included an assessment of individual functioning and skills
learned via RE that had not been explored (e.g., self-esteem, individual empowerment,
depression). The study included participants who were married, nonmarried (partnered), and
single. The population also included prisoners with or without children. The program consisted
of six group sessions that taught relationship skills (e.g., being supportive, enhancing health and
wellness) found in the National Extension Relationship and Marriage Education Model (Futris &
Adler-Baeder, 2013). The study assessed pre-test to post-test changes in relationship functioning
and individual and parenting domains. The results showed improvements in parenting efficacy,
depression, conflict management, individual empowerment, help-seeking attitudes, self-esteem,
trust, global life stress, and confidence in the relationship. Females indicated a greater change in
levels of intimacy (pre-test to post-test), while males maintained similar levels of intimacy (pretest to post-test). Regarding parenting efficacy, moderation analyses revealed that both African
Americans and European Americans showed positive change; yet European Americans showed
significantly larger gains.
Harcourt et al. (2017) researched the effects of a RE program with a different sample of 122
incarcerated adults. Similar to the previous study, the study assessed domains of couple
functioning, individual functioning, and parental functioning from pre-test to post-test. The study
included the previously explored moderators of gender and race/ethnicity. Uniquely, the study
assessed age, relationship status, and education as additional moderators of change in the three
domains. The participants’ relationship status and parental status included married, partnered,
single, and with or without children. The participants took part in a federally funded healthy
relationship initiative that included the Together We Can curriculum. The curriculum, which
occurred across six to eight weeks, focused on providing prisoners with skills relevant to forming
healthy couple and co-parenting relationships. The results indicated significant changes in all
three domains; five of the eight outcome measures demonstrated significant positive change (i.e.,
negative interactions in romantic relationships, individual empowerment, depressive symptoms,
parenting efficacy, and parenting stress).
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Results also showed that relationship status was not found to moderate outcomes associated with
couple functioning. Ethnicity did not moderate any of the outcomes. Participants without a high
school degree reported a greater positive change in relation to the stress experienced from
visitation from pre-test to post-test, compared to those in other educational levels, who did not
report significant change from pre-test to post-test. Participants 37 and younger reported greater
improvement in conflict management from pre-test to post-test than participants 38 and older.
Males reported a significant positive change in measures of individual empowerment from pretest to post-test, while females did not indicate any change from pre-test to post-test.
Previous studies have made strides in further understanding and investigating the effects of RE
for incarcerated populations. These strides include demonstrating enhanced couple relationships
(married and nonmarried) and developing better communication skills and efficacy in the
individual and parental domains. Additionally, studies (e.g., Shamblen et al. 2013) have shown
positive results in follow-up assessments of RE’s impact on incarcerated individuals across time.
Studies have included investigations into the role that different demographic characteristics like
age, gender, ethnicity, education, and relationship status can play in the pre-test to post-test
assessment, informing practitioners of enhanced needs for some sub-populations. However,
studies have yet to examine diverse variables (e.g., participants’ children, communication
frequency with family members) relevant to incarcerated individuals. Because of the small
number of studies, there is much room for growth in learning about RE within incarcerated
populations.
Current Study
Studies have suggested that family relationship development and enhancement can be key in
reducing recidivism rates among prisoners (Naser & La Vigne, 2006). RE programs with
incarcerated populations have further shown positive changes (from pre-test to post-test) in
individual, couple, and parenting functioning. On average, some sub-sample experiences may
differ (e.g., Harcourt & Adler-Baeder, 2015). In order to advance the understanding of program
effects and develop best practices, the field will benefit from replication and further exploration
of other forms of diversity within the incarcerated population. In the current study, we replicated
previous studies (Harcourt & Adler-Baeder, 2015; Harcourt et al., 2017) that assessed pre- to
post-program change among a large, diverse sample of incarcerated individuals in the couple,
parenting, and individual well-being domains. Additionally, we included a broad sample of men
and women, parents and non-parents, and married and nonmarried individuals. Further, we
replicated the assessment of gender and relationship status (in a relationship or not in a
relationship) as moderators. We added a novel element by exploring whether the age of their
youngest child moderated change in parental functioning. Ultimately, the current study aimed to
replicate previous findings (Harcourt & Adler-Baeder, 2015; Harcourt et al., 2017) and explored
more diverse variables relative to incarcerated populations enrolled in RE programs. The current
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study hypothesized there would be increases in all three levels of functioning (H1). The study
also addressed the following research questions:
(1) Are differences across time in the individual or parenting domains based on the
relationship status of the participants?
(2) Are there differences across time based on the age of the youngest child in parental
functioning?
(3) Are differences across time in parental functioning based on the gender of the parent?
Methods
Program Description and Procedures
Incarcerated adults in seven different federal and state facilities (within Alabama, including
minimum, medium, and maximum-security facilities) participated in Together We Can: Creating
a Healthy Future for Our Family. It is a program for co-parents that is a part of a federally
funded initiative that focuses on providing RE to youth and adults (Shirer et al., 2009). Together
We Can was designed to provide marriage and child support education services to culturally and
ethnically diverse groups. The program incorporates healthy co-parenting and couple
relationship skills that can assist parents in providing support and care to each other as a strategy
for promoting benefits for their children (Shirer et al., 2009). The program has five goals: (1) to
prepare parents in creating goals for their children’s future, (2) to establish positive
communication and co-parenting relationships, (3) to ensure the parental involvement of both
parents, (4) to ensure financial and other forms of support in the children’s lives, and (5) to assist
parents in making healthy decisions about their couple relationships with their children in mind
(Shirer et al. 2009). Together We Can has been shown to have significant findings relative to
positive gains (pre to post) in co-parenting and in individual, couple, and parenting domains
(Gregson et al., 2012; Harcourt et al., 2017; Shirer et al., 2009).
The Together We Can curriculum comprises six learning modules, with 24 lessons delivered in
small group settings that ranged in size but averaged 26 participants per group. Trained
facilitators from a university-based RE project implemented the classes. The program facilitators
participated in an 8-hour training in which they learned how to facilitate Together We Can in
accordance with evidence-based guidelines. The evidence-based guidelines are reflective of
National Extension Relationship and Marriage Education Network’s (Futris & Adler-Baeder,
2014) seven core principles: (1) connect (operating in positive social relationships), (2) manage
(working through differences in a healthy manner), (3) share (maintain and creating a healthy
couple identity), (4) care (displaying affectionate and nurturing behavior), (5) know (having
knowledge of your partner’s life), (6) care for self (caring for physical, emotional, spiritual, and
sexual well-being), and (7) choose (making intentional decisions about relationships). The
learning modules focus on skills relative to goal setting, parenting together, building
relationships, communication, stress management, budgeting, and child needs. All six learning
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modules were presented. Facilitators adapted wording when delivering the modules to recognize
and address the prison setting and limitations for family contact.
Surveys assessing multiple domains (e.g., individual, couple, parental) designed by the federal
agency funding the initiative were collected at the program’s start and conclusion using an
approved IRB protocol for incarcerated human subjects. The Administration for Children and
Families (ACF) selected the measures for the surveys for the 2015-2020 cohort of Healthy
Marriage and Responsible Fatherhood (HMRF) grantees with input from multiple sources
(Mathematica Policy Research, 2018). The measures were selected that had been used
previously, were appropriate to the population, were free and publicly available, and had good
statistical properties. Although the measures were created from previous measures, they were
tailored to the specific needs of HMRF grantees. For this study, we utilized the face validity and
the reliabilities of the utilized measures found in our sample. This study represents a secondary
data analysis of the information collected from incarcerated participants.
Participants
The analytic sample consisted of 461 adult prisoners who voluntarily attended RE classes for six
weeks and completed the pre-test and post-test (see Table 1). Pre-test (T1) assessments occurred
at the beginning of the RE program, and post-test assessments (T2) occurred after the program
was completed. Participation in the program was voluntary. Participants were given the
opportunity to participate if they were “in good standing” as determined by the prison
administrators, and no specific incentive was offered for participation. Recruitment methods
varied based on the policies and procedures of the facility; however, flyers with class
information and sign-up sheets were a common method of recruitment. Participants in the sample
identified as 52.7% White, 36.2% Black or African-American, 2.2% American Indian or Alaska
Native, 0.9% Asian, 0.2% Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, and 6.1% other. The
sample included 68.8% of participants who identified as male and 29.5% who identified as
female. Overall, about 73% (n = 335) of participants reported having children (biological or
legally adopted) under the age of 21: 29.5% had one child, and 43.2% had more than one child.
Participants who had children under 21 were prompted to provide the age and initials of their
youngest child and (if there was more than one child under 21) the age and initials of the next
youngest child. Thirty-eight percent (n = 126) of participants, who had children under age 21,
reported “living with the child all or most of the time,” likely their living arrangement if they
were not incarcerated. Per the survey design provided by the federal funder and used for a broad
range of RE programs, participants who did not have children under 21 and/or did not report
living with their children were not prompted to complete items related to parenting. At T1, 121
participants reported parenting measures, and at T2, 133 participants reported parenting
measures. At both T1 and T2, parenting measures were completed by 100 (matched pairs from
pre-test to post-test) respondents. Participants’ relationship status included 40.8% never married,
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17.6% divorced (not remarried was not an option on the survey), 16.5% married, 9.3% separated,
8.9% engaged, and 1.7% widowed. Of the total, 67.5% of participants reported not currently
being in a relationship and did not complete questions about couple functioning.
Table 1. Participants’ Demographics (N = 461)
Gender
Female
Male
Race
White
Black/African American
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Other
Age
18-20 years
21-24 years
25-34 years
35-44 years
45-54 years
55-64 years
65 years or older
Education
No degree or diploma
GED
High School Diploma
Some college/ no completion
Vocational/technical certification
Associate degree
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s/advanced degree
Number of Children
One child under 21
More than one child under 21
No children
All children 21 or older
Relationship Status
Never married
Divorced
Married
Separated
Engaged
Widowed

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

n

Percent (%)

136
317

29.5
68.8

243
167
10
4
1
28

52.7
36.2
2.2
0.9
0.2
6.1

5
25
166
172
69
15
3

1.1
5.4
36.0
37.3
15.0
3.3
0.7

92
100
63
73
34
14
18
12

20.0
21.7
13.7
15.8
7.4
3.0
3.9
2.6

136
199
79
35

29.5
43.2
17.1
7.6

188
81
76
43
41
8

40.8
17.6
16.5
9.3
8.9
1.7
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Measures
In addition to demographics, items related to individual, couple, and parent functioning were
assessed using a survey designed by the federal funding agency (see Table 2). Surveys were
designed to be completed at program “entrance” (T1) and again at “exit” (T2). The surveys were
completed via paper and pencil and were entered into an electronic data system by trained data
entry personnel. Staff monitoring the data collection were trained to fully inform the participants
of their rights as evaluation participants, especially the completely voluntary nature of
participating, and their answers would not be seen by the facilitator or any personnel within the
Department of Corrections. During the informed consent process, prisoners were also informed
that if they chose to not participate in the evaluation (survey), they could still participate in the
Together We Can program.
Parental Functioning Domain
Quality of parenting was measured using the one item relevant to incarcerated parents;
participants responded to the item: “Child 1 and I are very close to each other” using a 4-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (often).
Couple Functioning Domain
Two multi-item measures assessed aspects of couple functioning. Relational conflict resolution
included six items (e.g., “My partner and I were good at working out our differences”) that
assessed couples’ responses to relational conflict. These items were averaged together to create a
mean score. Participants responded on a 4-point Likert scale with values that ranged from 1
(never) to 4 (often). The item “When my partner/spouse and I argued, past hurts got brought up
again” was reverse coded to reflect the nature of the other items. The Cronbach’s alpha reliability
was good: α = 0.79. Couple Quality was measured by five items like “I trust my partner/spouse
completely” on a 4-point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). A mean
score was created by averaging the items together. The Cronbach’s alpha reliability was
excellent: α = 0.91.
Individual Functioning Domain
Two multi-item measures assessed aspects of individual functioning. Anxious symptomology
assessed the presence of anxiety symptoms within participants through 3 items (e.g., “During the
past 30 days, how often have you felt nervous?”). These items were averaged together to create a
mean score. A 5-point Likert scale reflected values from 1 (none of the time) to 5 (all of the
time). The Cronbach’s alpha reliability for the sample was good: α = 0.81. Depressive
symptomology included three items (e.g., “During the past 30 days, how often have you felt so
depressed that nothing could cheer you up”) that assessed symptoms of depression; a mean score
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was developed by averaging together these items. The Likert scale ranged from 1 (none of the
time) to 5 (all of the time). The Cronbach’s alpha reliability for the sample was good: α = 0.79.
Moderators
Several demographic characteristics were used as moderators to explore potential differences in
pre to post-test change. Gender was coded as 1 (male) or 2 (female). Youngest child’s age groups
were divided into three categories 1 (ages 0-4), 2 (ages 5-12), and 3 (ages 13-18) based on
typical developmental groups of pre-school, school-age, and adolescence. Relationship status
was coded as 1 (not in a couple relationship) or 2 (in a couple relationship).
Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for All Outcomes
Parental Functioning
Parental Quality
Individual Functioning
Anxious Symptomology
Depressive Symptomology
Couple Functioning
Relational Conflict Resolution
Couple Quality

Parental Functioning
Parental Quality
Individual Functioning
Anxious Symptomology
Depressive Symptomology
Couple Functioning
Relational Conflict Resolution
Couple Quality

Pre-test
M

SD

Skew.

Kurt.

3.96

0.2307

-5.59

34.283

5
5

2.50
2.18

0.976
1.02

0.368
0.803

-0.288
0.089

4
4

3.01
3.26

0.573
0.687

-0.614
-0.888

0.166
0.559

SD

Skew.

Kurt.

n

Min.

Max.

200

2

4

675
675

1
1

349
351

1.43
1

Post-test
M

n

Min.

Max.

147

1

4

3.84

0.52

-4.06

17.89

491
490

1
1

5
5

2.19
1.91

0.899
0.895

0.69
1.117

0.383
1.124

260
260

1.43
1

4
4

3.09
3.28

0.58
0.045

-0.95
-1.098

0.75
0.955

Analytic Strategy
To assess pre/post program changes in all domains (H1), paired-sample t-tests were performed
using IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 24. For RQ 1, repeated measures
analysis of covariance (RMANCOVA) was used to examine the interaction of participants’
relationship status and time when assessing depressive and anxious symptomology and parenting
from pre- to post-program. RQ 2 also utilized RMANCOVAs to assess the interaction of
participants’ age of their youngest child and time on changes in parental quality. RMANCOVAs
were used to address RQ 3 to examine the interaction of gender and time on changes in parental
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quality. All RMANCOVAs were conducted using SPSS. All analyses were conducted using
listwise deletion of missing data. Attrition analyses indicated that those who completed both a T1
and T2 survey were not statistically different than those that completed just a T1 survey on
gender, age, race, education, number of children, or partner status.
Results
Hypothesis 1: Improvements in all 3 Levels of Functioning (Parental, Couple, and
Individual).
The paired sample t-tests showed significant changes in four of the five measures (depressive
symptomology, anxious symptomology, relational conflict resolution, and parental quality)
representing all the functioning domains (individual, couple, and parental) across time (see Table
3); however, there were desired changes in only two of the three domains. Specifically, in the
individual functioning domain, significant reductions were found across time for the average
participant rating in measures of depressive symptomology (t(460) = 4.942, p < .001) and anxious
symptomology (t(460) = 5.262, p <.001). Results also indicated a significant change in the couple
functioning domain; the measure of relational conflict resolution showed positive change across
time from pre-test to post-test for the average participant rating (t(205) = -2.390, p < .05).
Changes in couple quality were not significant (t(207) = .804, p > .05). A significant change in
the parental functioning domain from pre-test to post-test was found in the measure of parental
quality (t(99) = 2.005, p < .05); however, the change indicated a reduction in parent-child
relationship quality. The effect sizes across measures ranged from -0.24 to .35 (see Table 3),
representing small effects (Cohen, 1988).
Table 3. Paired Sample t-tests Examining Changes from Pre- to Post-Assessment
M

Pre

SD

Parental Functioning
Parental Quality
3.980
.141
Individual Functioning
Anxious Symptomology
2.421
.961
Depressive Symptomology
2.132 1.003
Couple Functioning
Relational Conflict Resolution
3.028
.549
Couple Quality
1.730
.692
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, two-tailed tests

M

Post

SD

df

t

Cohen’s D

3.870

.544

99

2.005*

0.34

2.204
1.925

.891
.894

460
460

5.262***
4.942***

0.35
0.33

3.126
1.692

.573
.712

205
207

-2.39*
0.804

-0.24
0.08

RQ 1: Are there Differences across Time in the Individual or Parenting Domains based on
the Relationship Status of Participants?
The results of the RMANCOVA showed a significant time X relationship status interaction
effect on depressive symptomology, F(1,449 = 0.17), p < .05, partial eta squared = .013. Post
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hoc paired-sample t-tests revealed that participants who were in a relationship showed a
significant change in the desired direction across time in depressive symptomology, but those
who were not currently in a couple relationship did not show change (Figure 1). No significant
interaction effects for relationship status X time on changes in anxiety or parenting were found
(see Table 4), indicating the amount of change in each did not differ by relationship status group.
Figure 1. Differences Between Participants in a Relationship and Participants
not in a Relationship in Depressive Symptomatology Across Time

PRE

POST

RQ 2: Are there Differences across Time in Parental Functioning based on the Age of the
Youngest Child?
The results of the RMANCOVA, based on the age of the youngest child, did not indicate any
significant effects in the interaction of time X parental functioning (see Table 4), indicating the
amount and type of change was similar across age groups.
RQ 3: Are there Differences across Time in Parental Functioning based on the Gender of
the Parent?
No significant effects were found across time in parental functioning based on the gender of the
parent (see Table 4), indicating the amount and type of change in parent-child relationship
quality reported by men and women were similar.
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Table 4. Repeated Measure Analysis of Covariance, Time X Moderator

Parental Functioning
Parental Quality X Relationship Status
Parental Quality X Child Age
Parental Quality X Gender
Individual Functioning
Anxious Symptomology X
Relationship Status
Depressive Symptomology X
Relationship Status

Type III
Sum of
Squares

df

Mean
Square

F

Sig.

Partial
Eta
Squared

0.005
0.158
0.027

1
4
1

0.005
0.158
0.027

0.081
0.580
0.412

0.776
0.678
0.522

0.001
0.025
0.004

1.047

1

1.047

2.708

0.101

0.006

2.332

1

2.332

5.695

0.017

0.013

Discussion
The study results show some positive pre to post-test change in individual and couple
functioning in a large sample of incarcerated men and women. Notably, this study documents an
improvement in anxiety, depression, and relational conflict resolution following RE for
incarcerated individuals, key target outcome areas that have implications for healthier
functioning during incarceration and beyond. In addition, there was some evidence of variation
in outcomes based on relationship status, with enhanced improvements in depressive symptoms
among those in couple relationships. No positive change results were found for this sample in
reports of parent-child relationship quality. Overall, we provide additional evidence that RE may
benefit prison populations. We provide further discussion of the results and suggestions for
future research and practice implications.
Similar to the Harcourt and Adler-Baeder (2015) and Harcourt et al. (2017) studies that found
improvements in the individual, couple, and parenting domains, the current study validates
improvements for RE participants in the individual and couple domain in another large, diverse
sample of inmates. Further, this study adds evidence of reductions in anxious symptoms among
incarcerated RE participants, which was not assessed in previous studies. This study also unveils
a “masked” effect of change in depressive symptomology not seen in previous studies. Figure 1
shows a greater slope in positive change in depressive symptomology for those in a couple
relationship, compared to those not in a relationship, and post hoc testing confirmed that those
not in a relationship did not report significant improvements in depressive symptomology. This
finding could be because those in relationships also reported improvements in the couple
functioning domain regarding relational conflict resolution. A great deal of research links couple
functioning and mental health symptomology (e.g., Cooper et al., 2021; Kiecolt-Glaser et al.,
2002; Pepping et al., 2020); thus, it is likely that improving skills aimed at conflict resolution
may concurrently relieve symptoms of depression. However, because the outcomes were
assessed simultaneously, it also may be that reductions in depression and anxiety could have
enhanced conflict resolution skills for those in relationships. For those not in romantic
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relationships, it may be that the link between parent-child relationship quality and indicators of
mental health are more closely linked (e.g., Merrill & Afifi, 2017). Since reports of parent-child
closeness did not indicate improvements in our sample, those not in couple relationships may
also not have reported improvements in depressive symptoms.
Unlike the previous studies that found significant positive changes in parenting efficacy
(Harcourt & Adler-Baeder, 2015; Harcourt et al., 2017) and parenting stress (Harcourt et al.,
2017), this study did not find the desired effect of the program on reports of parent-child
relationship closeness in our sample. Instead, on average, parents reported feeling less close to
their children following RE. This finding may be because parents may not have been in contact
or proximity with their children and, through the program, could have become more aware of
this feeling of not being connected. Being incarcerated can limit or strain parent-child
relationships because of barriers like visitation (e.g., travel) and communication (Hairston,
1991). Participating in an RE class may have the effect of highlighting the limitations on their
relationship, resulting in reporting a lower score on parent-child closeness at post-program.
A unique feature of this study was the exploration of moderation of the parenting outcome based
on the age of the youngest child. While no significant interaction effects were found, this also is
likely due to the small sample size of parents who completed these items. A larger study of a
wider array of parenting outcomes may demonstrate differences based on the age of the youngest
child, and we encourage further exploration.
In totality, the results of this study highlight positive change for incarcerated individuals. The
skills acquired from RE may be used by incarcerated individuals when interacting with their
families, ultimately creating positive feedback loops that enable the family system to effectively
communicate and establish support for incarcerated individuals (Smith & Hamon, 2017). For
example, the study indicated a positive change in areas relative to anxiety and depression
(individual domain). Those who gained techniques relative to managing anxiety and depression
may be able to better function and communicate with family members, and in return, family
members may reciprocate a similar communication pattern. Studies designed with follow-up
sessions post-incarceration may be needed to establish the effects that the skills gained via RE
programs may have on the family system.
Limitations and Future Research
Although this study validates, diversifies, and contributes to current research on RE in
incarcerated settings, several limitations should be acknowledged. Importantly, many of these
limitations are specific to conducting research in the prison setting and should be considered
more broadly as challenges in future research for incarcerated individuals. The assessment from
pre- to post-test relied solely on the reporting by the prisoners involved, which could lead to
issues regarding self-reporting bias (e.g., under-reporting, social desirability). The assessment of
changes specific to the couple relationship and parenting did not include all parties involved
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(e.g., children, partners); therefore, varying opinions on change may exist. Including multiinformant assessment of measures in future research is recommended, although this can be
challenging in the prison setting. Also, when assessing parental functioning, the sample used in
this study may not reflect a general sample of incarcerated parents. As noted, originally, 335
participants reported having children under the age of 21; however, about 30% provided
responses at both pre-test and post-test. Another limitation within the study is that no follow-up
assessments were conducted to assess the changes in the functioning domains beyond the final
class session. Without follow-up assessments post-program, there are no means to state that the
results found are withstanding across time or that there were delayed effects of the program. This
is also a limitation of the few previous studies of RE in prisons. Certainly, follow-up assessment
is challenging in the prison setting due to transfers, releases, and administrators’ emphasis on
programming rather than research; however, we encourage exploration of acceptable ways for
re-accessing the program participants for follow-up data collection.
A third limitation is that the sample included prisoners from multiple facilities (i.e., prisons)
across the state. Each may operate their prisons or facilities differently regarding policies and
procedures for access to certain resources (e.g., phone calls, visitation) and their family
members. Prisoners with less access to those they have relationships with may have been limited
in their application of RE skills and assessment of change. The opposite may hold true for those
with more access to resources and communication with family members. We did not have access
to data that describes each prison and its specific policies for prisoners regarding communication
(i.e., visitation, phone calls) to factor into our analyses.
We also encountered methodological issues in the data. The survey was designed by the federal
funder and used for both community-based and prison-based programs. Prior to completing
parenting questions, the respondent was asked whether they live with their child the majority of
the time. If the response was “no,” the respondent was directed to skip the parenting questions.
This resulted in a substantial loss of eligible respondents. Likely, this small subsample of parents
(38% of the 335 parents) did not represent the larger sample of parents. We were limited to using
one item that could reasonably be asked of incarcerated parents (i.e., other items assess
caregiving). This combined with the “live together” question that excluded more than two-thirds
of the parents from completing parenting questions, limited a better understanding of changes
across the parental domain.
A final limitation is the absence of a control group to establish validity, rule out biases, and
compare changes to normative trajectories without RE participation. Programming and research
in prisons are subject to wardens’ policies. In our case, program participants were selected for
participation, and no allowance was given to collect data from a group of non-participants.
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Conclusion and Future Implications
RE has been shown to benefit family units by providing individuals with skills (e.g., coparenting, communication) that can enable them to succeed (e.g., Halford et al., 2009;
Visvanathan et al., 2014). According to Smith and Hamon (2017), a family systems perspective
assumes that positive changes in individual knowledge and skills can have positive effects in
multiple domains within the family. Within the diverse setting of incarceration, a total of five
studies (e.g., Accordino & Guerney, 1998; Shamblen et al., 2013) have examined the positive
effects associated with RE and incarcerated populations. Taken together with this sixth study, we
have evidence that RE programs positively affect individuals, couples, and parents in the short
term via skills that enhance or improve communication, conflict resolution, confidence, positive
parenting practices, parenting efficacy, depression, and anxiety (e.g., Accordino & Guerney,
1998; Einhorn et al., 2008; Harcourt & Adler-Baeder, 2015; Shamblen et al., 2013). The
collection of positive results from previous studies and the current study may be applied towards
policy focused on assisting incarcerated individuals while in prison and in the reintegration
process. The immediate and direct results of RE programs in the different functioning domains
provide prisoners with skills that can be used to traverse other challenges that may not be based
solely on the reintegration process. Therefore, there is reason to assert that RE programs may
enable prisoners to use RE skills to form and maintain healthy relationships during incarceration
and post-release (Naser & La Vigne, 2006). It is crucial that future research continues to examine
RE in prisons and the outcomes following participants’ release dates and to explore methods for
enhancing family involvement in both the program and evaluation experiences.
We encourage efforts to develop RE programs that include families, which could further provide
prisoners the opportunity to exercise and practice skills within RE programs. Likely, providing
prisoners the opportunity to interact with families involves changes in policies regarding how
prison systems manage the contact between families and the incarcerated. Challenges in
communication like proximity (distance), visitation, and the costliness of phone calls can
dissolve or damage couple and familial relationships (Hairston, 1991). Ultimately, familial
support through RE programs may aid in lowering rates of recidivism if formerly incarcerated
individuals have relationships that may buffer challenges in reintegration. Likewise, the direct
results of better mental health functioning and communication skills may buffer other challenges
that prisoners may face within and outside of incarceration.
Future research should involve family members in the assessment of program effects in
functioning across time, rather than basing evaluation of programs solely on self-reports of the
prisoner. In addition, it would be valuable to continue to explore contextual and demographic
variables that may act as moderators (e.g., length of sentencing time, relationship quality prior to
arrest) when assessing RE with incarcerated individuals because results may vary based on
participants’ characteristics and different conditions. Additional supports may be needed for
some populations. Finally, we encourage interdisciplinary collaborations across the fields of
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criminal justice and family sciences that allow each field to inform the other in ways to develop
holistic programs that assist both the incarcerated and their families, as well as the prison system.
In sum, prison programs have mainly focused on providing prisoners with skills relevant to
vocational gains and substance abuse (Naser & La Vigne, 2006). However, indications from a
small but growing research base suggest that providing prisoners with family relationship skills
may prove to be just as important (Naser & La Vigne, 2006). Through RE programs, prisoners
have the opportunity to learn and develop skills that can be used in the individual, couple, and
parental domains and may have implications for peer and inmate/correctional officer
relationships and behaviors in the prison setting. However, this has yet to be tested. Overall,
these skills may provide prisoners with essential tools needed for positive re-entry, reduced
incidence of recidivism, and healthy individual and family trajectories.
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The objective of this study was to evaluate fidelity to the Dining with Diabetes
(DWD) program. Data were gathered cross-sectionally in 2019 using class
profile forms (i.e., checklists) containing items reflecting the core components of
DWD: delivery personnel, curriculum, hands-on cooking, and goal setting.
Fidelity was calculated as the proportion of core components completed as
intended. Educators (N = 9) completed class profile forms for 10 complete DWD
programs (i.e., all four classes). Fidelity to components of completed DWD
programs and individual DWD classes was high (over 70% in each category).
Overall, fidelity was high, and adaptations reported likely did not detract from
effectiveness (e.g., a 2-hour class lasted 2.5 hours). However, the response rate
was low and may not reflect those who deliver with lower fidelity. Assessing
fidelity should be incorporated as a standard part of community-based diabetes
management program evaluation; these data can inform changes to programs to
make them more effective in the “real world.”
Keywords: diabetes, nutrition, community organization, process evaluation,
evaluation design
Introduction
Type 2 diabetes requires medical and lifestyle intervention to reduce the risk for long-term
medical complications and early death. Nearly 1.5 million Americans are newly diagnosed with
type 2 diabetes each year, and over 10% of the United States (U.S.) population was estimated to
have type 2 diabetes in 2018 (American Diabetes Association, 2020). Interventions for type 2
diabetes management include encouraging changes to nutrition and physical activity behaviors
and/or drug therapies to manage blood glucose (American Diabetes Association, 2021a, 2021b).
Nutrition and lifestyle interventions for disease management are particularly complex for newly
diagnosed clients and require extended educational interventions (Powers et al., 2017). Reduced
portion sizes and controlled carbohydrate intake for blood glucose management are core
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components of nutrition interventions (Franz et al., 2017). Likewise, improved physical activity
is also recommended to mitigate insulin resistance (Franz et al., 2017). Such interventions are
commonly delivered in outpatient as well as community settings, including by the national landgrant university Cooperative Extension System, which is particularly well suited to improve
public health among vulnerable U.S populations (Strayer et al., 2020). In this system, countybased Educators (also called Agents) deliver programs to community members.
To deliver these interventions, using a planning and evaluation framework is recommended. One
framework that has been suggested for use in Extension is RE-AIM (reach, effectiveness,
adoption, implementation, maintenance), which includes both individual-level and
organizational-level factors and is designed to speed the translation of research to practice (Balis,
John, et al., 2019; Glasgow et al., 2019). Yet, few Extension programs have reported using REAIM for planning or evaluation (Harden et al., 2019). Extension program evaluation typically
focuses on reach and effectiveness (Balis, Strayer, et al., 2019). By including the organizationallevel dimensions, external validity can be assessed – that is, whether programs work in the “real
world.” (In particular, the implementation aspect of RE-AIM has been underreported in nutrition
and physical activity interventions (Harden et al., 2015). This dimension captures 1) fidelity to
core components of an intervention to determine whether it is consistently delivered as intended;
2) adaptations made to the intervention, and 3) costs and staff time commitments associated with
delivering the intervention (Glasgow et al., 2019).
Assessing fidelity to programs’ core components (the elements of the program that should not be
changed, as they have been tested and found to lead to the desired outcomes; Chambers &
Norton, 2016), as well as any adaptations made during delivery, can be useful for determining
necessary changes to the program or to training strategies. For example, a lack of fidelity to core
components may result in program drift (i.e., consistent changes made over time that minimize
program integrity); this can reveal a need for enhanced training and technical assistance. Or,
delivery personnel may document adaptations to the program (e.g., adding activities) that result
in positive deviance (i.e., better outcomes; Chambers & Norton, 2016) and can be incorporated
into future program iterations. Assessing fidelity is a necessary first step to understanding how
programs are delivered in the field and refining them to improve fit.
Dining with Diabetes (DWD) is one Extension program that includes organizational-level
evaluation indicators. DWD is coordinated through the National Extension Dining with Diabetes
Working Group (NDWD), which provides leadership and coordination for unified program
delivery and evaluation across states (Balis et al., 2022). Data are compiled from multiple states
each year to determine the overall impact. DWD is evaluated through pre, post, and follow-up
surveys that capture effectiveness and maintenance (Balis et al., 2022). Reach and adoption are
calculated from participating states, as state coordinators report the number of Educators
delivering the program as well as the number of participants and their demographics. However,
as of yet, no efforts have been made to capture implementation data. Anecdotally, Educators
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delivering the program have reported various adaptations to the programming, including
changing the number of sessions, dose, delivery agents, and delivery format. This led members
of the NDWD leadership team to evaluate the implementation of DWD, which is the purpose of
this study.
Methods
Intervention Description
The goal of DWD is to improve participants’ nutrition, physical activity, and diabetes
management practices to decrease the risk of long-term medical complications and early death.
Extension Educators partner with medical professionals (e.g., Registered Dietitian Nutritionist
[RDN], Registered Nurse [RN], or Certified Diabetes Educator [CDE]) to deliver four two-hour
in-person sessions and one follow-up reunion class. DWD is based on the Social Cognitive
Theory, including expectancies (beliefs and self-efficacy) and reinforcement (perceived
importance of behaviors; Bandura, 1986; Chapman-Novakofski & Karduck, 2005). The program
includes lessons, SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, timely) goal setting, and
hands-on food preparation and tasting (Balis et al., 2022).
Study Design and Recruitment
A cross-sectional design was used to assess fidelity to DWD. Extension educators responsible for
delivering DWD were recruited through a series of emails sent to the NDWD listserv. NDWD
members include Educators who deliver DWD as well as state specialists who oversee delivery.
The University of Idaho Institutional Review Board exempted this research from institutional
oversight.
Data Collection and Analysis
Fidelity to DWD was measured using a self-report class profile as has been used in other
research (Balis et al., 2018; Wilson et al., 2018), since fidelity checklists have been
recommended as a pragmatic measure of the implementation dimension of RE-AIM (Glasgow et
al., 2020; Harden et al., 2020). The class profile checklist was selected as other options (e.g.,
video or audio recordings or in-person observation) were determined not feasible with no
dedicated staff or funding. The class profile form captured the extent to which core program
components were delivered as intended and prompted for any adaptations made during program
delivery. This included components of DWD programs (i.e., a four-class series) as well as
components of DWD classes.
Core components of programs included appropriate time between classes (classes taught once a
week for four weeks with the follow-up three to six months later), completion of program
evaluations (pre, post, and follow-up), and delivery personnel (partnering with a medical
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professional for clinical expertise). Core components of classes included class length (two hours)
and size (30 or fewer participants), the inclusion of hands-on cooking (using and sharing DWD
recipes, demonstrating healthy cooking techniques, and allowing participants to sample healthy
food), curriculum (using the included presentations and handouts), SMART goal setting, and any
additional activities added. Resources for program delivery were also assessed, including the cost
of food, facility rental cost, and program fee paid by participants. These were open-ended items,
as there are no standard costs to deliver DWD or required participant fees. Demographic
questions were not included to decrease the respondent burden.
Fidelity was calculated as the number and proportion of core components that were completed as
intended when compared to the total number of programs/classes delivered. Means and standard
deviations were calculated for the program delivery resource items.
Results
Nine extension educators responded to the national survey regarding 49 completed DWD classes
between August 2018 and 2019. Seven of the nine respondents entered data for classes that were
taught as part of a completed program; these respondents taught a total of 10 programs. The two
other respondents each taught one stand-alone class (not part of a complete program).
Fidelity to Core Components of Programs
Fidelity to core components of the DWD program, which included classes taught once a week
for four weeks, completed evaluations, and partnering with an RDN, RN, or CDE was reportedly
high. Seventy percent of completed programs included the recommended follow-up class. Three
follow-up classes were taught within the recommended three- to six-month time frame following
the fourth session; the other four follow-up classes were taught less than three months following
the last session. See Table 1 for details.
Table 1. Fidelity to Dining with Diabetes Programs (N = 10)
Core Component
Classes taught once a week for four weeks
Follow-up class taught
Follow-up class taught three to six months post-series (N = 7)
Completed follow-up evaluation (N = 7)
Completed pre- and post-program evaluations
Partner with RDN, RN, CDE

n (%)
8 (80)
7 (70)
3 (43)
5 (71)
10 (100)
10 (100)

Fidelity to Core Components of Classes
Fidelity to core components of DWD classes was calculated for the four core classes of the
series. The follow-up classes are recommended but optional and do not have a specific lesson
component. Overall, fidelity to class components was high (over 70% in each category). Of note,
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when classes differed from the prescribed two hours, all were between 1.5-2.5 hours. One
instructor did not use DWD recipes but noted that American Diabetes Association recipes were
used instead. In five of the classes, the full presentation was not taught. Instructors reported they
skipped slides and covered the material at a subsequent class due to time constraints (n = 2),
skimmed the slides because the group was already familiar with them (n = 1), forgot a slide (n =
1), and deleted one slide (n = 1). See Table 2. In 14 of the classes (33%), it was reported that
additional activities were added. These activities included grocery store tours, measuring cereals,
and exploring online fast-food menus.
Table 2. Fidelity to the Dining with Diabetes Core Classes (Lessons 1-4), (N = 42)
Core Component
Two-hour classes
Thirty or fewer participants
Dining with Diabetes recipes used
Healthy cooking techniques demonstrated
Participants sample healthy food
Recipes provided to participants
Suggested handouts provided to participants
All slides of the presentation taught
SMART goals set / discussed

n (%)
29 (71)
33 (78)
39 (93)
42 (100)
42 (100)
42 (100)
41 (98)
37 (88)
37 (88)

Resources
The cost of food was reported for 24 of the delivered classes (M $19.69, SD + 10.54), with an
average of 18 participants per class (SD + 16.57). The facility rental cost was available for nine
programs (M $8.88, SD + 23.15) with an average class time of 2.0 hours (SD + .26). The
program fee paid by participants was on average $22.00 (SD + 18.59). Grants or program
partnerships allowed for fee waiving or coverage among two programs.
Discussion
The results of this study show that DWD was delivered with high fidelity among those who
completed the self-report class profile checklist. Only one component of the program or core
classes was delivered with less than 70% fidelity. That component, teaching a follow-up class
three to six months after the core series, was done 43% of the time. The other 57% percent of the
time, the follow-up class was delivered less than three months after the series. The reasons for
this deviation are unknown. Educators may have experienced scheduling difficulties, or the
program materials may need to give more specific guidance for the follow-up lesson (i.e., the
current directions of holding the class three to six months later may convey a vague timeline).
The resources required for Educators to deliver DWD and community members to attend the
program varied widely. This is unsurprising, as food and facility rental costs differ by delivery
location. The cost of participating in DWD could be a barrier to attendance for people with lower
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incomes. Grants or partnerships to cover participation fees were not widely used. This option
could be further explored, with guidance on seeking grants or sponsorships included in DWD
materials.
Efforts are needed to include implementation outcomes as a standard part of DWD evaluation.
Fidelity checklists (or other measures) could become a required part of program delivery (e.g.,
reported annually along with the effectiveness data). Including fidelity checklists as part of the
program package (i.e., materials states are asked to use upon purchasing the curriculum) may
also increase use. It is also important to clarify that the checklists are not meant to be punitive
but rather to collect important information that can be used to make improvements to the
program. For example, in this study, Educators reported adding grocery store tours to DWD,
potentially increasing program effectiveness. However, if adaptations like this are not captured,
they cannot be added to future program iterations to improve outcomes. Finally, a tracking
system to capture these adaptations, such as a national DWD website, may help assess program
drift and positive deviance (Chambers & Norton, 2016).
Assessing and intervening to improve fidelity can enhance the overall public impact of
Extension-delivered programs – in diabetes management and beyond. Public health impact is
highest when interventions reach the priority population and are effective at changing behaviors,
adopted widely, implemented with high fidelity, and are maintained over time (Glasgow et al.,
2019). In addition to including fidelity assessment tools as a standard part of program evaluation,
structuring program evaluation materials around each of the RE-AIM dimensions (e.g., assessing
the number, proportion, and representativeness of Extension Educators who choose to deliver
interventions to capture adoption; Balis et al., 2018; Balis & Harden, 2021) could enhance
Extension’s ability to capture and share data on overall program impacts.
Limitations
A major limitation of the study is the low response rate. It is possible that the Educators who
participated in the study are those who deliver with higher fidelity, while those who deliver with
lower fidelity may have chosen not to respond. Thus, whether DWD is delivered with high
fidelity across the country remains unknown. Future research is needed to determine the best
methods of assessing implementation in community-based settings and integrating
implementation measures into standard program evaluation.
Implications for Research and Practice
Assessing implementation in programs delivered in natural (i.e., nonresearch) settings is
challenging. Class profile forms, checklists, or brief surveys are recommended in low-resource
settings. Still, without strict requirements from research protocols or funders, there may be little
incentive for delivery personnel to complete them, as highlighted by this research. Observational
methods (e.g., in-person, video recordings, and audio recordings) remove this burden from
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delivery staff but are more costly and labor-intensive (Breitenstein et al., 2010) and may not be
feasible. Focus groups have also been used to assess fidelity (Harden et al., 2015) and could
potentially be preferred over class profile forms and completed remotely. Overall, efforts are
needed to determine fidelity measures that are feasible, acceptable, and appropriate (Proctor et
al., 2011) to those who deliver programs.
Conclusion
Programs like DWD are being implemented through Extension on a wide scale nationally;
however, implementation data is underreported. Our implementation survey was disseminated
via a national working group to fill this gap. However, poor responses limited the ability to
understand if DWD is implemented with high fidelity. More research is required as well as
approaches that build implementation assessments into program evaluation materials. Further,
efforts to understand how to improve response rates when using national networks could
improve the capacity for information sharing on a wide scale to improve the impact of DWD and
Extension networks overall.
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The purpose of this study was to explore the social networks and interactions
between urban producers in Arkansas through a social network analysis. Using a
mixed-methods approach, the current study collected data about participants’
social network interactions and methods of seeking information for urban
farming. Results indicated how and where participants preferred to obtain
information, peer-to-peer interactions within the network, and key players or
opinion leaders in the network. The methods used in the current study may serve
as an example of social network articulation for populations without a formal
network to assist with outreach to communities potentially underserved by
Extension.
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Introduction
An essential component of successful programming is understanding and identifying the target
audience and stakeholders (Kelsey & Mariger, 2002). Extension programming has increased its
reach among urban producers, due to the positive environmental, social, and economic impacts
associated with urban agriculture (Diekmann et al., 2017). For Extension, understanding how
urban producers gather information is important to develop programs which address their needs
(Kopiyawattage et al., 2018). Urban producers engage in various information-seeking behaviors
and identifying these sources of information is important for Extension professionals to expand
programming and resources in this area (Kopiyawattage et al., 2018). Urban farming is an
information-intensive process; as most urban producers are first-generation farmers without
familial, traditional, or generational knowledge of agriculture, they are highly dependent on a
variety of sources for information (Dobbins et al., 2020; Kopiyawattage et al., 2018). However,
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limited research is available describing the information needs of these producers, which are
contextually and regionally specific (Kopiyawattage et al., 2018; Reynolds, 2011). Determining
the information-seeking behaviors and relationships between urban producers yields an
understanding of how the knowledge within this community is constructed and how they are
influenced by different information sources (Kopiyawattage et al., 2018). Additionally,
Extension often is not the most preferred source of information by these producers (Dobbins et
al., 2020); however, by understanding their information-seeking behaviors, Extension can
position themselves as a resource for agriculture-related knowledge specific to sustainable,
organic, and small-scale farming.
One method for understanding the context of regional urban farming audiences is social network
analysis. Social network analysis (SNA) is a sociological approach that aims to describe the
patterns of social relationships between individuals and groups (Scott, 2000). SNA is informed
by the social theory of learning (Wenger, 2009), which posits four components in a social
environment that impact learning: meaning, practice, community, and identity. Meaning refers to
the perception of a specific experience to understand learning. Practice refers to experiencing
learning as doing, bringing a collective understanding to group members. Community
encompasses learning as belonging signaling the importance of participation. Identity is the
process of how learning changes individuals and creates meaning through a shared experience
(Roberts et al., 2010). Communities of practice (CoP) result from these components, defined as a
network in which members develop relationships around their shared identities, understandings,
or practices (Crowley et al., 2018). CoPs consist of a joint enterprise, mutual engagement, and a
shared repertoire of community resources developed by the members over time (Wenger, 2009).
CoPs develop around what matters to a group of people; thus, their practices reflect members’
perceptions of what is important.
Key terms used within SNA include nodes and edges. Nodes are points on a network
representing people and edges are connections representing the interactions between nodes
(Borgatti, n.d.). Additionally, networks can be closed, indicating a high degree of
interconnectedness between most members of the network with a defined boundary (Derr, 2021),
usually stemming from an institutional-based setting such as students in a classroom (Roberts et
al., 2010). Networks can also be open, indicating network members are more disconnected and
spread out, often due to the lack of institutionalization or familiarity with the network (Derr,
2021). Open networks have no predefined boundary and thus identifying membership in the
network requires investigation. For the current study, the population of Arkansas urban
producers is an open network because there is no aggregate list of membership and not every
member is closely connected to each other, either based on geography or personal/professional
relations. The two terms (open and closed) refer to the boundaries of the network and aid in the
interpretation of analytical results.
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The SNA approach described uses a hybrid personal and whole network mapping. Within
personal network mapping, the focus is on the network surrounding a focal person (McCarty et
al., 2007). Whole network mapping is a sociocentric analysis which focuses on the patterns of
interactions within a focal group – in this case, urban producers in Arkansas. SNA has been used
within Extension-based research, often to map reach within target populations (Bartholomay et
al., 2011; Kumar Chaudhary & Radhakrishna, 2018). The authors build on Bartholomay et al.
(2011), which described the potential of SNA within Extension to foster increased understanding
of Extension outreach efforts. By understanding the relationships between urban producers,
Extension can identify key players in these networks who can help inform program development
and recruit participants in future programs. SNA provides information to help analyze problems
and patterns between actors in a system by focusing attention on the relationships that comprise
the system (Borgatti et al., 2013; Lamm & Lamm, 2017).
Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of the study was to describe the modes of information seeking among and explore
the social network interactions of urban producers in northwest and central Arkansas. The
following research objectives guided the study:
1. Describe the preferred modes of information seeking by urban producers.
2. Describe the methods of interaction among urban producers.
3. Describe the social network patterns of urban producers in Arkansas.
Methods
The study presented is part of a larger mixed-methods needs assessment of urban producers and
agricultural Extension agents regarding programmatic and resource needs for both populations to
inform program development related to urban and local food production (Dobbins et al., 2020,
2021; Sanders et al., 2021). The target population was commercial and nonprofit urban food
producers in the northwest and central regions of Arkansas. The operational definition of urban
farming used in the study, developed as part of a larger research project, was a small farm, fewer
than 10 acres, located within city limits that actively engages with the market either through
direct-to-consumer sales or through institutional, coordinator, or retail buyers Dobbins et al.,
2020). Traditional snowball sampling methods were implemented and began with the
identification of an individual with desired characteristics, based upon the operational definition,
who then recommended future participants within their social network (Sadler et al., 2010).
Data collection occurred between August and November of 2018 and utilized a semi-structured
interview as well as a survey instrument immediately following the interview. A semi-structured
interview protocol included a questionnaire asking about the frequency with which participants
used specific sources to gain new information for their operations (information source use
questionnaire). Participants were asked to rate how often they used the identified information
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sources on an eight-point scale, ranging from 0 (never), 1 (once a year), 2 (several times a year),
3 (once a month), 4 (several times a month), 5 (once a week), 6 (several times a week), and 7
(daily). Participants answered the questionnaire during the interview through verbal responses
based on the above eight-point scale. Descriptive statistics were used to determine the average
use for each item in the scale. The authors pilot tested the interview protocol through three
cognitive interviews prior to data collection, with two local, nonurban producers and an
Extension county staff chair. The primary author conducted 16 interviews. Quantitative results
from both the interviews and SNA surveys are presented in the current manuscript; qualitative
results may be explored in Dobbins et al. (2020) and Sanders et al. (2021).
Participants completed the SNA survey immediately following the face-to-face interview. Out of
the 16 qualitative interviews conducted, only 15 usable quantitative SNA instrument responses
were collected. The authors modified a version of Roberts et al.’s (2010) social network analysis
instrument for data collection. The instrument asked participants to write down the top six urban
producers they interacted with personally and professionally. This helped determine the key
players in Arkansas’ urban producer population and assisted in the snowball sampling methods
for participant recruitment. The SNA instrument consisted of four questions (Roberts et al.,
2010). The first two questions determined the frequency with which each producer interacted
with their peers, asking how often the producer contacted specific peers, and how often those
peers contacted the producer. Participants responded using an eight-point rating scale that ranged
from 0 (never) to 7 (several times per day). The third question asked participants to identify all
the technological methods through which they communicated with their identified peers. The
fourth question attempted to determine the reasons why each participant contacted their peers
(Roberts et al., 2010). The University of Arkansas Institutional Review Board approved the study
and related instruments prior to data collection (Protocol # 1809143362).
Audio recordings were transcribed and subsequently analyzed data with NVivo 10. Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS; Version 26.0) was used to calculate descriptive statistics
and Key Player 1.44, a software program that identifies optimal sets of nodes within a network
(Borgatti, n.d.), to analyze SNA responses. Key Player allows Remove, a function that identifies
key nodes that if removed would cripple the network, and Observe, which identifies wellconnected nodes that are likely to be influential opinion leaders (Roberts et al., 2010; Rogers,
2003). The Observe function was implemented, which aims to find the fewest number of nodes
that connect and reach the greatest number of others within the network, as it is not sufficient to
simply choose the node with the greatest number of connections because many of these
connections are shared, redundant connections. The Key Player score represents the number of
distinct, nonredundant connections (Borgatti, n.d.). For example, if one person has the largest
number of connections, this is not sufficient to identify the individual as a key player. True key
players within the network represent the number of nonredundant connections – they are not
connecting the same third-party network members to each other (Borgatti, 2006). The KeyPlayer
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analysis ran 10 rounds, with 2 iterations each, resulting in identifying 36 distinct persons reached
within the network.
Results
Objective 1: Preferred Modes of Information Seeking by Urban Producers
The information source used questionnaire administered during the semi-structured interviews
provided data for Objective 1. Table 1 presents participants’ preferred methods of informationseeking and ways to receive new information relevant to their farming methods. A majority of
participants expressed a preference for on-farm or on-site demonstrations with a face-to-face
component. When online methods of communication were mentioned, it was usually a second
preference to the on-site demonstration.
Table 1. Preferred Methods of Communicating Information by Participants
Communication Method
On-farm demonstration/ face-to-face
Online (Social media, website, videos)
Email
Workshop
Books/Publications

f
13
11
7
6
2

Participants indicated how often they used each type of source or communication channel to
access information relevant to their operation (Table 2). The information source with the highest
mean was YouTube (M = 4.69, SD = 1.74), followed by other producers (M = 3.71, SD = 1.14,
mode = 4), and books (M = 3.56, SD = 1.26). Facebook was the social media platform most used
by participants (M = 3.50, SD = 2.53).
Table 2. Information Sources Used by Participants
Source
YouTube
Other Producers
Books
Facebook
Podcasts
Newsletters
Science-based Publications
Trade Publications
Magazines
Instagram
Bulletins
Radio
Newspaper
Blogs
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

M
4.69
3.71
3.56
3.50
3.13
2.75
2.67
2.66
2.56
2.40
2.20
1.93
1.73
1.50

SD
1.74
1.14
1.26
2.53
2.83
2.08
1.73
2.06
1.59
2.61
1.93
2.28
2.22
1.56
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Source
M
SD
Television
1.03
1.49
Pinterest
1.00
1.83
Twitter
0.33
1.29
Note. Participants were asked to identify on a scale how much they used each source. The scale
consisted of 0 = never, 1 = once a year, 2 = several times a year, 3 = once a month, 4 = several
times a month, 5 = once a week, 6 = several times a week, and 7 = daily.

Objective 2: Methods of Interaction among Urban Producers
Data for objectives 2 and 3 were collected through the social network survey following the
interview. Participants listed up to six peers with whom they interacted for purposes related to
their work in urban farming. This was not a closed network, meaning not all members of the
network are known, as no network has been previously established for urban producers in
Arkansas. Thus, some peers identified in these results were participants in the study and others
were not, depending on if they fit the operational definition of urban farming used for snowball
sampling methods. The maximum number of peers interacted with was six (n = 4). No
participant(s) interacted with their peers daily (Table 3), and only one participant interacted with
their peers more than once per week. Participants mostly interacted with their peers less than
once per month (n = 13), followed by interacting with peers once per month (n = 9). If someone
marked “never,” this could indicate those individuals could be someone whom the participant
had observed and recognized as a key urban producer but may not have directly interacted with
that individual.
Table 3. Frequency of Interaction Between Participants and Their Peers
Number of peers interacted with
Interacted with Peer:
Min
Max
Mode
Median
Several Times Daily (n = 0)
0
0
0
0
Once per Day (n = 0)
0
0
0
0
Few Times per Week (n = 1)
0
1
0
0
Once per Week (n = 2)
0
1
0
0
Every Few Weeks (n = 9)
0
3
0
1
Once per Month (n = 9)
0
4
0
0
Less Than Once per Month (n = 13)
0
4
0
2
Never (n = 6)
Note. Participants selected a frequency of interaction category for each peer identified.

Participants identified a variety of ways used to interact with and contact their peers. All
participants (n = 15) indicated they interacted with their peers face-to-face (Table 4). Participants
indicated a frequency of interaction for each peer they listed in the instrument and could select
multiple methods of interaction for each peer identified.
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Table 4. Methods of Interaction Between Participants and Their Peers
Number of urban
producers that used
Number of peers interacted with
method
Method
f
%
Min
Max
Mode
M
SD
Face-to-Face
15
100.00
1
6
2
3.13
1.77
Phone
12
80.00
0
6
1
2.13
1.96
Text
11
73.33
0
6
0, 1
1.87
1.85
Email
10
66.67
0
6
0
1.80
1.86
Social Media
8
53.33
0
5
0
1.20
1.57
Note. Participants selected a frequency of interaction category for each peer identified. Thus, 15
participants contacted their peers face-to-face, 12 via phone, etc. Participants could select multiple
methods of interaction for each peer identified.

To determine how participants interacted with others, each was asked to describe the basis of
those interactions from either information gathering, planning, and/or social/personal reasons.
The majority of participants interacted with their peers for informational (defined as information
related to their operation or farming methods; 93.3%), social or personal (defined as unrelated to
specific operational purposes, or interpersonal/social interactions; 93.3%), and planning (defined
as related to events or on-farm activities; 86.7%) purposes (Table 5). No participant listed fewer
than two purposes (planning, information, social/personal) for contacting their peers.
Table 5. Number of Peers Interacted with for Specific Purposes
Purpose for
Interaction
Information
Social/Personal
Planning

Number of urban
producers that cited
purpose
f
%
14
93.33
14
93.33
13
86.67

Number of peers interacted with
Min
Max
Mode
M
0
6
5
3.40
0
6
1
1.93
0
6
2, 4
2.53

SD
1.72
1.44
1.85

Objective 3: Social Network Patterns of Arkansas Urban Producers
The network analysis identified three key players (Urban Farmer [UF] 1, UF 9, and UF 11).
Those key players reached 72% of the network. The majority of individuals were clustered
around the key players, yet some were not tied to these key players as seen by distance from the
main cluster (Figure 1). Ties to the main network are nonexistent for these external network
members. Dark grey spheres (Figure 1) represent the key players and light grey spheres represent
others in the network.
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Figure 1. Social Network of Urban Producers

Key
Key Players
Others in
network

Conclusions and Recommendations
Readers are cautioned not to interpret the results of the study beyond the sample due to the
specificity of the network, but findings may be informative to other Extension outreach
initiatives in the southeastern U.S. Analyzing social networks between Arkansas urban producers
will hopefully reduce one of the primary challenges to Extension reaching this population—
understanding who these producers are and from where they receive agricultural information.
There were several key takeaways from the study.
1. Information Delivery Preferences: Participants preferred on-farm or face-to-face
communication for receiving farm-related information, supporting findings from
Kopiyawattage et al. (2018). This highlights an important program delivery method
for Extension. Further research should confirm or compare Extension agents’
preferred methods for programming and communication (Dobbins et al., 2021). If
these methods do not align, further research should be conducted to investigate
potential programming avenues that are compatible with both populations.
2. Information Source Preference: Top information sources included YouTube,
followed by other producers.
3. Peer-to-Peer Interaction: The frequency with which participants reported interacting
with their peers in the social network ranged predominately from less than once per
month to every few weeks. Social media was the least cited method for
communicating with other peers, and face-to-face communication was the most cited
method of communication.
4. Key Players: Results indicated a highly-clustered network with a few outliers without
strong ties to the main network. We examined how social networks emerged within
this population and determined potential opinion leaders within the community and
built upon recommendations from Kopiyawattage et al. (2018) to improve Extension
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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program delivery to urban areas. Extension can use these opinion leaders to
disseminate information and resources to the less connected members of the Arkansas
urban farming community. This information can assist in targeting programming and
information dissemination for this network of producers.
In addition to helping with program development and participant recruitment, SNA can benefit
Extension’s evaluation agenda (Bartholomay et al., 2011). Monitoring and describing the
relationships between urban producers and their interactions with Extension is vital for
describing outreach efforts. Identifying key players is an essential component in both program
development and evaluation (Bartholomay et al., 2011).
Future research would benefit from surveying urban producers without using a snowball
sampling method, which may have been a limitation to the study by excluding other members of
the social group. The small number of participants in the study was also a limitation to the social
network findings. It is recommended that the instrument and its instructions be reviewed and
improved for clarity in subsequent uses. This instrument was originally tested in a closed
network (Roberts et al., 2010); however, the target population for the study was an open system,
where no membership categories had been defined and no set number of individuals within the
social system was known. Now that foundational knowledge has been constructed for this group,
an SNA instrument for an open system is recommended.
The analysis reported here may be used to inform Extension of local food and community-based
programming to strengthen urban farming networks in traditionally production agricultureoriented regions. While the results of the current study are limited by a small sample size,
implications include the importance of local information exchange within urban and local
farming networks in the state, congruent with results found in similar communities (Loria, 2013).
Network articulation, especially for communities traditionally underserved by Extension
services, is a first step toward identifying stakeholders for local food programming as well as
more commonplace resource provision (Loria, 2013). Clusters identified in the results allow for
the identification of opinion leaders (Rogers, 2003), or key players, who have influence within
the community and may act as gatekeepers for future interactions and participation of this
population with Extension. This article serves as an example of a methodology for network
articulation in open-network populations, such as urban producers in a predominately rural state,
building upon the work of Bartholomay et al. (2011). Additionally, using SNA to think about
local network communication is critical for program development within community-based food
production networks, and Extension professionals are encouraged to use the framework to
identify actors and key players within populations potentially underserved by Extension to
improve outreach efforts.
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“It Takes a Village”: Approaching the Development of SchoolFamily-Community Partnerships through Bronfenbrenner’s
Socio-Ecological Perspectives
Keonna Stanley
Nai-Cheng Kuo
Augusta University

Improving student learning and development requires a constant exploration of
practical collaboration methods with families and educational service providers.
Using Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological systems theory can help stakeholders
understand how internal and external factors affect a student’s overall
performance and raise families’ and educational service providers’ awareness of
their roles. The application of this theory encourages stakeholders to extend the
existing dual capacity framework between families and schools to the quadruple
partnership that further involves communities and universities. When families and
educators become more aware of the complexities of the factors and make
intentional efforts, they are more likely to create an effective partnership for
facilitating student learning and development. Our article utilizes
Bronfenbrenner’s theory to address the quadruple partnership of families,
schools, communities, and universities. This article summarizes Bronfenbrenner’s
theory and discusses how the idea can be applied to quadruple partnerships to
improve the collaboration among stakeholders. Implications for practitioners and
researchers are further discussed.
Keywords: Bronfenbrenner, socio-ecological systems theory, family-schoolcommunity-university partnership, student learning and development
Introduction
Families and educators need to be aware of various factors that affect student learning and
collaborate to promote a positive and effective learning environment. Our article utilizes
Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological systems theory to address the quadruple partnership of
families, schools, communities, and universities. We first summarize Bronfenbrenner’s theory
and then explore how it can be applied to quadruple partnerships to improve the collaboration
among stakeholders.
Bronfenbrenner’s Socio-Ecological Systems Theory
Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005) was a Russian psychologist who developed the socioecological systems theory to study human development. Bronfenbrenner analyzed proximal and

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 10, Number 1, 2022

Bronfenbrenner Approach

2

distal influences from the child to their families, peers, communities, politics, to other aspects of
the larger environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). His theory initially examined four systems
of interactive influences on an individual. The first system is the microsystem, which focuses on
the child and their immediate environments such as families, schools, friends, and communities.
The second system, called the mesosystem, refers to the interactions of any elements in the
microsystem, such as family-school partnerships. The third system is called the exosystem,
which covers factors like parents’ health, family income, and school quality that directly or
indirectly affect a child’s learning and development. The fourth system is called the
macrosystem, focusing on societal conditions such as politics, economics, ideology, and culture.
Bronfenbrenner later added the fifth system, named the chronosystem, to address the influences
of changes over time for various reasons, from individual to environmental factors
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005).
Bronfenbrenner (2005) referred to this theory of “systems within systems” in forming an
overarching process-person-context-time model (PPCT). The term “process” lends itself to
forms of interaction within an environment in which the learning experience to external stimuli
initiates. Examining this immediate environment on the biosystem level is essential to begin the
holistic examination of how parenting styles and attitudes foster the child’s well-being and
ability to focus and retain knowledge. Further, the “person” concept of the model examines the
student’s “demand,” “resource,” and “force” characteristics and how student interactions across
and within systems hold an effect on their learning outcomes (McLinden, 2017). Additionally,
exploring the “context” aspect in depth involves focusing on exosystemic aspects, such as the
cost of living and family income, along with patterns of potential environmental influence on
communities (Tudge, 2016). Examining context is imperative to examine how the intersections
of income, quality of the community, and culture can affect stakeholder collaboration, ultimately
impacting the child’s quality of learning. Lastly, the aspect of “time” refers to the outer
chronosystem that aids in focusing on the longitudinal impact and context of the learning
experience. In this sense, this gives the opportunity to include observations of engagement and
evaluate the outcomes (McLinden, 2017). Overall, Bronfenbrenner’s theory calls for meeting the
needs of the whole child by knowing the factors that affect the child’s learning and development.
The Applications of Bronfenbrenner’s Theory in Education
Bronfenbrenner’s theory has been applied to discover different influences on older students,
employees, and other individuals. For example, his theory on the ecology of human development
helps establish the national Head Start program, which provides families with lower income the
opportunity to enroll children, starting at age 3, into the early enrichment program to foster their
social and educational development. Aspects of the theory, such as the PPCT model, were used
in taking environmental considerations into student learning. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The Head
Start program continues to work as a gap-bridging program to help at-risk children access
resources and accelerate their learning and development. Since the program was established,
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researchers have been using and expanding Bronfenbrenner’s theory to diverse populations in
education. For instance, McLinden (2017) used Bronfenbrenner’s theory to examine the impacts
of proximal and distal factors on part-time students’ learning experience. The study indicates that
different socio-ecological systems have bi-directional relationships with one another. Thus, the
more supportive strategies in place (e.g., flexible scheduling and academic resources), the more
likely part-time students will complete their programs successfully.
Another study, conducted by Rojas and Avitia (2017), utilized Bronfenbrenner’s theory to
address variables that affect students’ academic performance in urban public schools. The study
highlights the necessity of considering the school infrastructure, families’ different values,
students’ socioeconomic status, and educators’ cultural awareness. Open discussions are also
emphasized if schools want to increase the engagement of diverse families and their children.
Recently, Panopoulos and Drossinou-Korea’s (2020) study adopted Bronfenbrenner’s theory to
raise teachers’ awareness of how the mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem
influence how interventions are delivered to students with disabilities. The study stresses that
increasing students’ learning outcomes in the intervention program requires teachers to consider
factors beyond students’ disabilities and academic domains and expand to larger aspects of
students’ lives.
The Role of Universities in the Family-School-Community Partnership
There are many advantages of adding universities to the family-school-community partnership.
For example, collaboration with universities encourages the use of research-validated practices.
When parents and teachers see the effectiveness of these practices, it will increase families,
schools, and communities’ engagement to work for student learning and development.
Furthermore, the connections between the dyads of school-community, community-university,
and school-university create vocational training opportunities for K-12 students to see how their
knowledge and skills can be further expanded and applied to solve everyday life problems. This
encourages students to start their career preparation earlier and constantly advance their learning.
Effective partnership outcomes may be used as an indicator to determine the necessity and
worthiness of future funding.
Partnerships across families, schools, and communities are essential to support student learning
in the K-12 school setting (Poynton et al., 2018). Such a partnership allows schools to permit
families to play a role in their children’s education and create more opportunities for community
involvement in student learning. Adding universities, which prepare future K-12 teachers, to the
existing triadic partnership amongst schools, families, and communities, the quadruple
partnership brings more extensive support to K-12 students and those pursuing higher education.
It also generates opportunities for stakeholders to improve their education ability and influence
others. Each stakeholder can actively contribute to the collaboration by facilitating topics to have
more experience and knowledge. Leaders and administrators must be engaged in the partnership
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and provide training to stakeholders on critical issues such as engagement, understanding,
advocacy, and trust. Addressing these issues earlier will avoid or resolve conflicts promptly and
engage stakeholders at a deeper level. Adopting Bronfenbrenner’s theory, we illustrate the
quadruple partnerships across families, schools, communities, and universities in Figure 1,
followed by descriptions of each system in this quadruple partnership.
Figure 1. An Application of Bronfenbrenner’s Socio-Ecological Theory in the
Quadruple Partnership

Chronosystem
Changes over time for various
reasons from individual to
environamental factors

Macrosystem
Influences across all elements in the
child's microsystem (e.g., culture,
politics, idology)
Exosystem
Any influence on the individual
element in the child's microsystem
(e.g., funding)
Mesosystem
Any interaction between two or
more elements in the child's
microsystem
Microsystem
Immediate elements in the
child's life (e.g., family,
school, peer, neighbor,
community & university
service)
Biosystem
(the child)

Biosystem
The child is the ultimate beneficiary of the various system levels. The personal characteristics,
which encompass one’s identity, social, and cognitive skills, are also known as biosystem
characteristics. Bronfenbrenner (2005) acknowledges the individual’s biological and genetic
aspects unique to the child, yet extensively focuses on how personal characteristics are brought
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into social situations. He categorizes the child’s characteristics into three groups: demand,
resource, and force. Bronfenbrenner (2005) described that demand characteristics are “personal
stimulus” characteristics that distinguish primary factors that other individuals would notice and
further influence their reactions and interactions. These characteristics refer to personal identities
such as gender, ethnicity, age, etc. Resource characteristics refer to a person’s intelligence
levels, mastery of skills, and past experiences that influence how they receive and express
information. Finally, force characteristics introduce personality differences such as attitudes,
preference, motivation, and perseverance. Understanding students’ demand, resource, and force
characteristics are essential for the quadruple partnership stakeholders to build rapport with
students and facilitate their learning. It is important to note that students’ characteristics are
constantly changing, shaped by personal and environmental factors.
Microsystem
Families, schools, communities, and universities that provide services (e.g., tutoring and
materials) to students are involved in the microsystem. Families are the foremost source of
influence on their children’s development. Since the nature of K-12 students is greatly under
parental guardianship, family involvement with the developing child in their academic/social
learning holds significant weight in influencing student learning and development. Increasing the
engagement of nonprofit organizations and universities in supporting K-12 students’ education
also contributes to students’ development across academia, social behavior, and health. The
resources outside the students’ families and schools provide needed extra support to the students,
their families, and the whole community (Epstein, 2002; Sheldon & Epstein, 2002; Wang &
Sheikh-Khalil, 2014).
Mesosystem
The mesosystem refers to the interactions between two or more elements within the child’s
microsystem. The quadruple partnership at this level focuses on stakeholders’ interaction across
families, schools, communities, and universities. Communication methods, resources, supportive
environments, ethical responsibilities, and relationships are ways to evaluate how well the
stakeholders work collaboratively.
For instance, Sheldon’s (2007) study on student attendance in a Title I school shows that the
partnership among the school, families, and communities positively affected students’ academic
performance. In collaboration with community service providers, the school adopted multiple
ways to engage families and enhance communication, such as workshops, monthly newsletters,
site/home visits, phone calls, and emails. In Hoover‐Dempsey et al.’s (2005) study, they pointed
out that the key factors influencing parent involvement in their children’s schools include
parents’ beliefs, feeling welcomed in school, and considering parents’ life contexts. Further, it is
shown how school administrators can provide training to stakeholders regarding engagement and
creating a welcoming climate and culture to help define success (Weiss et al., 2013). Assisting
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teachers in building trustful relationships with parents, connecting parents from different cultural
and social backgrounds, and sharing accountability are ways to help shape expectations for
student behavior and achievement and build effective rapport.
Further in the aspect of the mesosystem, university involvement also assists community
development. University students who have grown up in different areas may propose changes to
improve their new environment and advocate as human services professionals or educators. In
areas that are not in proximity to universities or are not designated as “college towns,” there is
still the opportunity for virtual involvement. Increasing university involvement can effectively
promote change amongst local schools and communities. Ehlenz’s (2017) study points out how
building universities and colleges in lower-income communities can increase new resources for
local K-20 students, improve the city, and attract new students.
Exosystem
The exosystem refers to the impacts on the people involved in the child’s microsystem. To
illustrate, in any community-sponsored or university-sponsored projects, budget justifications are
often required for board committee members to review. The allocation of funding will determine
to what degree students and their families can receive the service. The amount of funding
allocated also affects the quality and quantity of services, types of involvement, facilities, and
training. For instance, Wagner et al.’s (1994) study on the pilot Healthy Start program indicates
that different types of involvement, districtwide or schoolwide, are greatly affected by budgeting.
Furthermore, family income, government subsidization, and numbers of dependents in an
immediate family also matter to students’ learning and development.
The community’s average income where students live needs to be considered due to its impact
on students’ living conditions, including resources, environmental safety, and job opportunities.
Majee and Anakwe’s (2019) study examined the impact of community resources on AfricanAmerican youths’ and adults’ perceptions in rural America. The research study shows that
structured school-based programs like 4-H and Future Farmers of America encourage more
African-American youths to engage in community leadership opportunities than general
programs. A structured program that considers students’ complex economic conditions (e.g.,
limited transportation between school and work, widespread poverty, and high unemployment
rates) goes a long way in promoting the partnership among families, schools, communities, and
universities. The structured school-based programs also increase the possibility of parents’
participation in the partnership. Parents’ pressure for career security often outweighs the
relevance of the activities in which schools, communities, and universities would like them to be
involved. Therefore, when their children’s school programs are practical, parents are more likely
to support them. As Weiss et al. (2010) concluded in their study of educational reform, in
creating meaningful partnerships between schools, families, and communities, particularly in
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lower-performing schools, initiatives need to be supported by policies and programs, funding,
qualified service providers, as well as accountability measures.
Macrosystem
The quadruple partnership at the macrosystem level covers cultural, social, and economic
dimensions. Culture is what facilitates the commonality of learned values (Bronfenbrenner,
2005). The broader aspect of studying different cultures reveals that there are no universal ways
of processing information. Thus, there can be conflicts in the family-school-communityuniversity partnership in how information is assessed. For example, parents’ lack of education
can affect schools’ perceptions of students and their families. These perceptions include
prejudice and presumption about students’ and their parents’ capabilities. Sequentially, they may
affect what and how students receive their educational services.
In Appalachia Educational Laboratory’s (2005) report, the researchers explored studies linking
student achievement to school, family, and community involvement. Their report indicates that
extracurricular learning is a critical factor in student engagement with their community. They
also found that families with higher education and affluence levels tend to be more comfortable
interacting with school staff because they can relate to one another (Lareau & Horvat, 1999),
whereas educationally disadvantaged parents potentially face a cultural barrier when it comes to
communicating with school staff. Additionally, the failure to acknowledge one’s privilege in
access to gains in society could lead to marginalizing those of minority cultures by upholding a
“bootstrap mentality” (Gilling, 2017) that anyone could achieve if they try hard enough. This
assumption of a bootstrap mentality can be harmful in which this idea ignores the possible
cultural barriers that exist on a broader level.
Bryan and Henry’s (2012) school-family-community process model of partnership provides a
point of cultural focus amongst stakeholders. In their process model of partnership, Bryan and
Henry (2012) explained how additional personnel (e.g., school counselors, social workers, and
parent advocates) in the partnership could help bridge the cultural gaps between service
providers and diverse families. Non-teaching staff intervenes outside of the classroom may offer
equally valuable suggestions to serve students and families, and thus universities should not limit
their partnership in K-12 teacher education programs. Counseling and social work faculty and
students in higher education can contribute significantly to partnerships across families, schools,
communities, and universities (Boehm & Moin, 2014). They can help evaluate communal efforts
of mutual support, internalized effects of these interactions, and ethnic affiliation. This aspect
represents a sense of belonging with one’s ethnic group and how it can manifest in variable
community settings. The involvement of counseling and social work programs helps
stakeholders better understand all stakeholders’ interconnection, evaluate social-cultural
considerations in public schools and the student-family relationship, and expand students’
learning outside the institutional realm.
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In building a culturally responsive partnership among all stakeholders, adequate training and
diversity sensitivity are essential to facilitate the involvement of students and their families
within this partnership. In several studies involving school stakeholder partnerships, democratic
collaboration and social cohesion are noted to promote responsiveness amongst stakeholders
through open dialogue. Bryan and Henry’s (2012) study, using the principles of democratic
collaboration, which welcomes all stakeholders to equally and meaningfully contribute through
shared decision-making, is emphasized in helping close the cultural gaps in stakeholders and
improve partnerships. Social cohesion is another critical factor contributing to the success of a
partnership, which refers to the sense of solidarity among all stakeholders and their strength of
relationships to achieve a common goal (Hemming, 2018; Kawachi & Berkman, 2000; Larsen,
2013). Stakeholders who possess a sense of social solidarity are more likely to compromise
personal interest for group interest. At the macrosystem level, all disciplines are valued, and
stakeholders are willing to remain resilient and collaborate to maximize students’ learning.
In terms of the economic dimension, the ideology of privilege that comes with economic
classism is outlined by the macrosystem’s normative influence. As part of societal norms,
education is often seen as a right rather than a privilege; however, it can be experienced as both,
depending on one’s contextual lens. Consequently, many of these norms and traditions lead to
assumptions and potentially stereotypes based on status and other cultural aspects. Such issues
are harmful to a partnership if not adequately addressed. Lack of economic awareness places
unrealistic expectations on low-income families, such as the pressure to contribute or
involvement that does not navigate work schedules. A typical example is that stakeholders host
collaborative meetings when parents need to work and cannot be involved. This also poses a
challenge within the mesosystem, which concerns interactions among families, schools,
communities, and universities. Addressing this issue through collaborative means like rewriting
the rules of engagement, negotiating proper times to meet, adopting multiple communication
methods, and enhancing mutual understanding would positively affect the partnership (Ishimaru,
2014).
Furthermore, Jeynes’s (2012) meta-analysis research on parental involvement programs indicates
that the parent should educate their children through collaborative efforts rather than traditional
authoritarian approaches to enhance family-school communication. In this way, students can
serve as a bridge to help their teachers understand their economic family structures and the
resources that are more accessible for them and their parents. Overall, the macrosystem’s
cultural, social, and economic dimensions address the intertwined influences on the stakeholders
due to societal norms, cultural values, and socioeconomic status. In turn, they will impact student
learning and development.
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Chronosystem
The first four layers of Bronfenbrenner’s theory measure present and proximal occurrences. The
outer-most layer of the chronosystem helps predict future outcomes by evaluating changes within
and beyond each level over time (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). These changes can impact
schools, families, communities, and universities and directly and indirectly influence partnership
development and outcomes. Using the aspect of the chronosystem and focusing on changes over
time helps stakeholders prepare for possible changes in the partnership with anticipated actions
and interventions. This action would also serve as a preventive and interventive measure for
what occurs over a student’s lifetime due to environmental, economic, and educational influence.
For example, students’ legal status and their immigrant families are impacted directly by changes
in legislature.
Further, national or international emergencies can also affect students’ learning and
development. A relevant example is the COVID-19 pandemic that forces a switch from physical
classroom learning to virtual learning and impacts students’ access to resources in different
school districts (Mladenova et al., 2020). Unavoidably, the pandemic also affects the schoolfamily-community-university partnership in all aspects, from services to communication.
Stakeholders need to become creative and flexible to continue creating the best values out of any
condition. Overall, exploring the chronosystem regarding partnership development helps
stakeholders understand these students’ social and emotional learning to inform instructional
support and services.
Additionally, Bronfenbrenner introduces micro-time, meso-time, and macro-time substructures
in the chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). In terms of the quadruple partnership, micro-time
refers to the quality and duration of time that families, schools, communities, and universities
spend with students, directly affecting student learning and development. Meso-time describes
the extent of interactions between stakeholders over time and is helpful to understand partnership
outcomes and social cohesion in terms of days, weeks, or years. Macro-time, which describes
factors that affect all stakeholders across generations or the lifespan, may shift expectations on a
broader range. Although comparable to the macrosystem, macro-time addresses the
macrosystem’s concepts (cultural, social, and economic dimensions) in their specific changes in
expectation over a certain period. For example, as discussed in Atkins (2020) article regarding
changes in expectations in education amongst those belonging to Generation Z (persons born
between 1995 and 2010) and Millennials (persons born between 1981 to 1994), it is shown that
those belonging to Generation Z are less willing to settle for jobs that do not fit their passions or
promote meaningful change, unlike Millennials who were willing to switch industries in pursuit
for growth/finance-oriented opportunities.
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Practical Implications
The heart of Bronfenbrenner’s theory is the extensive focus of the internal and external factors
on human development. It helps stakeholders examine partnerships in which the influences of
interactions and outcomes are affected by contextual factors such as individuality, families,
communities, and society. Using Bronfenbrenner’s theory to examine a quadruple partnership
across families, schools, communities, and universities has three implications for practitioners.
First, Bronfenbrenner’s theory promotes equity and equality of services to students and their
families. In evaluating partnerships, considerations within a societal context (i.e., macrosystem)
include the concept of social justice that exemplifies equality, diversity, and advocacy for further
pushing laws and policies and expanding civic education. With an ever-changing curriculum in
schools, Bronfenbrenner’s theory helps evaluate services outside the school setting, the
accessibility of resources, and the potential dilemmas in partnership engagement.
Second, Bronfenbrenner’s theory in the school-family-community-university partnership can be
used to develop, monitor, and evaluate initiatives from present, proximal, to distal aspects.
Utilizing this theory will help outline the competencies needed to bridge the gaps between
stakeholders. Nodine, Bracco, and Jaeger (2019) argued that the continuously changing
sociocultural conditions prompt greater exploration of what can be improved in current and
future collaborations.
Third, other school professionals, such as counselors and parent advocates, can also play a role in
partnerships. They serve as facilitators for development outside of academics and promote social
cohesion. As indicated in Bronfenbrenner’s process-person-context-time model, these
professionals are necessary mediators in the quadruple partnership because they bring
perspectives and cultural diversity closely tied to the reality of students’ specific situations.
Evaluating stakeholders’ roles in the quadruple partnership through Bronfenbrenner’s theory
increases understanding of diverse students’ unique learning needs and provides them with
holistic educational services.
In applying Bronfenbrenner’s theory to school-family-community-university collaboration, it is
essential to examine stakeholders’ perspectives of partnerships, including attitudes towards
student learning and engagement, to address further the unique challenges of establishing
transparency within partnerships. From taking these unique aspects of engagement, such as the
degree of parental involvement and stakeholder socialization. Being aware of the subjective lens
of those who receive services and those who facilitate these services helps evaluate the differing
outcomes (Sheldon & Jung, 2015). Researchers could compare changes in any of the systems in
Bronfenbrenner’s theory associated with students’ learning and development. This may increase
the buy-in of quadruple partnerships and motivate stakeholders to work together.
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Furthermore, the context of the partnership’s environment is an essential research consideration
due to the differences in funding and support. Institutional characteristics create different
patterns of engagement (Hutson et al., 2019). Examining the partnership through
Bronfenbrenner’s lens, the community in charge of significant funding impacts the university
system and local school districts’ rapport. Both the effects of unevenly allocated funding and
poor division of responsibility amongst these sectors could affect partnership effectiveness by
causing a disparity in communication and resources that can affect their student’s quality of
learning. In short, the quality of stakeholders and their relationships are of high consideration.
Another potential research area involves utilizing Bronfenbrenner’s theory to compare the
partnerships’ effectiveness in university-bound areas with non-university-bound areas where
remote involvement could be of interest. University-bound areas, which refer to cities in which
public or private universities reside alongside, are worth considering that these universities often
form partnerships with local primary and secondary schools for the professional development of
university students/faculty.
Lastly, students’ responses to this quadruple partnership should be taken into consideration.
Understanding students’ perspectives toward the collaboration of their families, teachers, and
service providers will add social validity to the application of Bronfenbrenner’s theory.
Interviewing students, observing their interactions with stakeholders, and examining each
student’s specific contexts (e.g., language, dis/ability, socioeconomic status, etc.) are ways for
collecting data to inform a quadruple partnership.
Conclusion
Bronfenbrenner’s social and ecological perspectives raise families’ and educational providers’
awareness of what affects student learning and development from immediate to broad
environments. The application of this theory encourages stakeholders to extend the existing dual
capacity framework between families and schools to the quadruple partnership that further
involves communities and universities. As a result, a holistic perspective of child influences will
be formed and evaluated. In developing and assessing the quadruple partnership, it is essential to
consider Bronfenbrenner’s five systems and understand factors that may inhibit or enhance
student learning and development.
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Examining the Perspectives and Experiences of Nutrition Educators
Working with Clients in Substance Use Recovery Settings
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Substance use disorder (SUD) is one of the most detrimental health, social, and
economic problems in the United States. Limited studies suggest providing
tailored nutrition education during SUD treatment correlates with positive
recovery outcomes. The University of Kentucky Nutrition Education Program
conducted two focus group sessions to explore and determine educators’
instructional and programmatic needs who deliver nutrition education to clients
in substance use recovery throughout Kentucky. The study team identified four
emerging themes and several subthemes related to Nutrition Education Program
educators working with clientele in recovery. The four emerging themes included:
(1) current experiences working with the audience, (2) relevant components in the
current curriculum, (3) suggested new and expanded resources for future
curriculum, and (4) guidance to assistants new to the audience. Our research
findings contribute to the development of new programmatic materials that are
better suited to meet clients’ needs in recovery and ultimately improve SUD
recovery outcomes. With increased knowledge on this emerging research topic,
the University of Kentucky Nutrition Education Program will directly benefit
Kentucky residents who suffer from SUD and experience its detrimental social
and health implications.
Keywords: substance use recovery, nutrition education, Extension, focus groups
Introduction
Substance use disorder (SUD) is one of the most detrimental health, social, and economic
problems in the United States (Manuel et al., 2017). SUD contributes to severe long-term health
complications, is associated with increased mortality (Jeynes & Gibson, 2017), and has grown
into a significant public health concern (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC],
2021). It is estimated that 21.5 million people have been diagnosed with SUD in the United
States (Manuel et al., 2017). In 2019, the National Institute on Drug Abuse reported that nearly
50,000 people in the United States died from opioid-related overdose (CDC, 2021), which is
reflective of the growing number of individuals suffering from SUD. Further, the United States
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spends an estimated $78.5 billion a year when accounting for the cost of healthcare, lost
productivity, SUD treatment, and criminal justice involvement (Florence et al., 2016).
According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), it is
estimated that in Kentucky, roughly 100,000 residents reported being dependent on or using
illicit drugs in 2015 (SAMHSA, 2015). Kentucky also exhibits the fourth-highest drug overdose
death rate in the United States, and these death rates are occurring at an alarming rate of 37.2 per
100,000 people (CDC, 2021). This may be due to overexposure to legal opioid prescriptions, as
the opioid dispensing rate in Kentucky was the seventh highest in the United States as of 2017
(CDC, 2017). The opioid epidemic has taken a shocking toll on the overall health of Kentucky
residents as well as other aspects of society, including the criminal justice system, health care
system, workforce, and child welfare (Kentucky Chamber Workforce Center, 2019).
Devastating effects of the opioid epidemic are more severe for limited-resource audiences who
are less likely to have access to support and resources, like SUD treatment centers, and are more
likely to die from an overdose (Altekruse et al., 2020). Those of low socioeconomic status often
face barriers to accessing resources that support basic needs, such as adequate housing,
transportation, clothing, food, and education (Duffy & Baldwin, 2013; Ompad et al., 2012;
Walher & Otis, 2014). Lack of access to these resources or “recovery capital” correlates with
SUD relapse (Walher & Otis, 2014). Hence, it is critical that efforts are made to increase clients’
access to these resources as well as social support and life skills education to improve SUD
recovery outcomes.
There is a scarcity of research and best practices regarding how SUD recovery settings can
enhance clients’ access to recovery capital, especially SUD recovery-focused nutrition education.
The limited research available indicates that providing tailored nutrition education and
establishing a well-balanced dietary intake during SUD treatment correlates with positive SUD
recovery outcomes by reducing food insecurity and building skills necessary for successful
independent living (Chavez & Rigg, 2020; Cunningham, 2016; Grant et al., 2004; Jeynes &
Gibson, 2017; Kaiser et al., 2008; Li et al., 2016; Schroeder & Higgins, 2016). In addition, there
is a growing body of evidence that SUD has specific implications on the nutritional status of
individuals in recovery different than the general population (Jeynes & Gibson, 2017; Kaiser et
al., 2008). It is especially relevant to study the inclusion of nutrition education in SUD treatment
since there are no established specific nutrition assessments or tailored nutrition education
guidelines for SUD treatment centers or other relevant settings (Jeynes & Gibson, 2017).
In recent years, implementing agencies for two United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)
funded nutrition education programs targeting limited-resource audiences, the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program-Education (SNAP-Ed) and the Expanded Food and Nutrition
Education Program (EFNEP), have led the charge in providing nutrition education in SUD
treatment settings focused on food resource management skills (e.g., abilities to stretch food
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dollars and make healthy choices despite limited budgets) and diet quality (e.g., increased
consumption of fruits and vegetables) (Puma et al., 2020).
The University of Kentucky Nutrition Education Program (NEP), a part of the Kentucky
Cooperative Extension Service, is an implementing agency for SNAP-Ed and EFNEP and is
increasingly offering nutrition education programs at various SUD treatment settings across
Kentucky. There is a growing need to explore how to best support nutrition educators through
research and interventions due to the lack of information regarding the appropriate strategies to
address SUD recovery clients’ nutrition education needs. It is particularly important to identify
nutrition educators’ instructional and programmatic needs in delivering programming to
resource-limited audiences within SUD treatment settings.
The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences and instructional needs of NEP educators
who deliver or have delivered nutrition education in residential and nonresidential SUD
treatment facilities. This study aims to analyze NEP educators’ perceptions of their
programmatic and curriculum needs in this area to identify and highlight the potential
components of what a SUD recovery-focused nutrition education curriculum should include (i.e.,
what should be the core components, topics, lessons, and how it should be delivered and
implemented). These findings will inform the development of new programmatic materials or
adaptations of an existing curriculum that are better suited to meet the needs of clients receiving
nutrition education within the SUD treatment setting.
Methodology
Research Participants
NEP educators were surveyed in September 2019 to gauge their experience teaching nutrition
education to SUD recovery clients and their interest in participating in a focus group. Thirty-five
of the seventy-six respondents expressed interest in participating, and twenty-four were
purposively sampled based on level of experience, type of facility (residential or nonresidential)
where they delivered nutrition education in the past, and recommendations from supervising
agents (i.e., agents who supervised NEP educators). Of those twenty-four, nineteen female NEP
educators participated in two focus groups.
The first focus group included twelve NEP educators who had previous experience in
nonresidential settings (e.g., outpatient clinics, drug court) with SUD recovery clients. The
second focus group included seven NEP educators who primarily worked in residential settings
(e.g., residential recovery programs, correctional complexes) with SUD recovery clients across
Kentucky. Both focus group sessions lasted approximately ninety minutes. Participation was
entirely voluntary, and no incentive was provided.
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Data Collection
Two face-to-face focus group sessions were conducted in January 2020 to understand the factors
that inhibited and/or facilitated NEP educators’ experience when working with clients in SUD
treatment centers, correctional facilities, and other SUD treatment settings. For this topic, two
focus groups were adequate to reach data saturation. Topics discussed during the focus groups
included the settings of the SUD treatment facilities and barriers related to site restrictions and
the impact on clients’ abilities to select or purchase their own food; successful strategies,
activities, and materials used to involve SUD recovery clients in programming; and the skills and
nutritional information most needed by these clients. The focus group protocol also asked
educators to offer suggestions for additional topics they would like to see in a new curriculum. A
trained moderator facilitated the focus groups (P.P.) using a developed moderator guide, and
another research team member took notes (C.T.). Use of the focus group data for research
purposes was approved by the University of Kentucky Internal Review Board (Protocol #64062).
Data Analysis
Focus group sessions were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Participants consented to
the recording of the discussions, and transcripts were anonymized. Two trained independent
coders (P.P. and C.T.) used the constant comparison method to identify and organize relevant
and consistent themes and subthemes and discussed similar quotes based on the focus group
moderator guide, which represented topics of primary interest (Boeije, 2002; Creswell, 2013).
Transcripts from each listening session were analyzed in NVivo 10 Pro® qualitative analysis
software to determine the overarching themes from each focus group session transcript by using
a series of thematic analysis procedures (Boeije, 2002; Creswell, 2013). At the conclusion of the
coding process, both coders discussed their derived codes and came to a consensus. There was
97.75% thematic agreement between both coders based on the comparison query calculation
using the Kappa coefficient.
Findings
Findings were similar across both groups working in different SUD treatment settings. The study
team identified four independent but connected themes related to the work of NEP educators
working with clientele going through SUD treatment in both residential and nonresidential
settings. The four emerging themes identified were (1) current experiences working with the
audience, (2) relevant components in the current curriculum, (3) suggested new and expanded
resources for future curriculum, and (4) guidance to educators new to the audience. Each of these
themes included several subthemes. Representative quotes have been incorporated throughout
the themes.
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Theme 1: Current Experiences Working with Substance Use Recovery Clients
NEP educators described their current experiences working with the SUD recovery audience to
provide insight into how best to approach future programming with this specific audience.
Within this theme, seven subthemes were identified: (1) class setting, (2) class composition, (3)
behavioral observations, (4) client questions, (5) client food access, (6) current challenges, and
(7) helpful partnerships.
Both class setting and class composition were identified as factors that impact how nutrition
materials are delivered to SUD recovery clients. Class setting, or the type of facility where the
program took place, impacted how education was implemented. Certain rules and standards
existed that impacted how or when programming was offered. For example, whether NEP
educators provide education in a correctional facility or through SUD treatment centers may
influence how and when the program is implemented. In particular, the class settings’ rules and
standards may impact nutrition education facilitation through scheduling variation and limited
access to certain resources for food demonstrations, including lack of permission to use knives in
some settings.
Similarly, class composition, or the individuals who comprised the classes, could vary drastically
depending on the class setting. It was also apparent that there were differences in the gender
composition of classes in different SUD treatment settings. Some NEP educators had experience
working with all-male or all-female groups, mixed-gender classes, pregnant women, or women
with infants and suggested that delivery may need to be adjusted to meet the perceived needs of
the class composition. NEP educators also reported several observations regarding gender
differences in the behavioral patterns of the clients, including their reactions to the NEP
educators and classes. These observations may lead to a future adjustment of NEP delivery and
curriculum to meet the perceived needs of each gender. For example, NEP educators consistently
mentioned that female clients were more likely to demonstrate a lack of trust and acceptance of
the NEP educator. One NEP educator shared:
I think the women are more off, they hold themselves back, you know they don’t want
you to come in there. The men’s groups [is] just there, they interact better. I think it takes
a long time to win the women over than the men.
Similarly, NEP educators expressed that, regardless of gender, clients in their classes often
demonstrated a short attention span, had difficulty sitting for long periods, requested smoke
breaks, and frequently had trouble focusing on the material.
NEP educators also reported that clients had specific nutrition-related questions and wanted to
know more about how to regain their health. According to the educators, many client questions
were related to ways to become healthier or how to build muscle mass quickly with protein and
supplements. Educators also mentioned that they received questions regarding weight loss, gain,
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or maintenance from both male and female clients. For example, with male clients, one NEP
educator shared, “They’re really interested in that and how to get healthy, but they actually want
to know more about building their muscles and they’re all about getting in shape and protein.”
While with women clients, one NEP educator shared:
I find that the women seem to really crave sugar as they’re coming off, so they drink a lot
of the soda pops and they want a lot of sugar and cigarettes. So, it’s kind of like they’re
substituting their addiction for the sugar and the cigarettes.
NEP educators recognized that food access within communities impacts the availability of
healthy food choices for clients. Understanding the local food system was insightful for NEP
educators when communicating with SUD recovery clients about how and where to purchase
healthy foods to promote food security and food access. One NEP educator described, “That’s
the sad part. You know, I live in a rural county. We don’t really have public transportation so
some of them are shopping at the convenience store by their house.”
NEP educators experienced unique challenges when implementing existing nutrition education
curricula that are typically not experienced with other populations or in other settings. For
example, they mentioned strict guidelines or stipulations on what cooking utensils and resources
can be brought in to support a program or topic. Cooking items that could be perceived as
dangerous or as a weapon are often not allowed within SUD treatment centers, correctional
facilities, or other facilities providing treatment. NEP educators shared they were unable to bring
in knives to demonstrate knife skills or even use staples to collate handouts in some settings such
as correctional complexes. One NEP educator mentioned, “It’s so important for them to actually
use knives, but if you’re not bringing knives you can’t learn how to, like, make things. I just
think that’s, like, a big bummer.”
With their current experiences, NEP educators emphasized the importance of helpful
partnerships that enhanced the existing curriculum or provided content that the clientele found
interesting. Specifically, one NEP educator shared about the opportunities to bring in other
Extension professionals, such as Extension Agents or Extension Specialists with differing
expertise, to share subject matter content related to nutrition education. One NEP educator
shared:
I use my agents. I’ve had the Ag (Agriculture) agent come out and do grilling safety
classes. The Hort (Horticulture) agent, we’ve been involved in a raised garden bed
project for the last two years. My FCS (Family and Consumer Sciences) agent comes in
and helps with budgeting when she’s needed. So yeah, I just pull the whole staff in.
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For this first major theme, several factors were identified that have practical implications for
lesson planning and content delivery. For the second theme, the focus shifts to the relevance of
educational content thoroughly discussed by NEP educators.
Theme 2: Relevant Components in Currently Offered Curriculum
Several aspects of the existing NEP curriculum were identified as effective and appropriate to
convey nutrition education concepts to SUD recovery clientele. Six subthemes emerged: (1)
icebreakers, (2) reinforcements, (3) cooking skills, (4) food safety, (5) budgeting, and (6)
materials and resources.
NEP educators reported that icebreakers and other engaging activities effectively created a sense
of community and trust among the group. One NEP educator shared, “I always do icebreakers
with them and take one little incentive and whoever wins gets that incentive. You’d think it was
a million bucks. They really like getting that.”
Similarly, reinforcement items (i.e., items that clients can keep that are relevant to the lesson,
such as kitchen tools or cooking utensils), were popular and were sought after by participants.
One NEP educator explained, “I give them each time (reinforcements). That’s the first thing they
ask when I come in ‘What did you bring us today besides the recipe you brought?’ They seem to
really be interested in coming back for that item.”
According to the NEP educators, relevant topics within the existing curriculum that resonated
with SUD recovery clients included basic cooking skills, food safety, and budgeting. Based on
the NEP educators’ comments, emphasis on building skills in the kitchen seemed to increase
client confidence and willingness to try new recipes, especially among those with limited
experience preparing food. One NEP educator noted, “With the fix it, cook it and eat it within an
hour (recipes), they are like, ‘Oh, I can do this!’ so it gives them self-confidence. Lots of them
tell me they have never cooked before.”
NEP educators noted that their clients were also interested in learning skills related to food safety
and cleaning. NEP educators expressed that the food safety content is incredibly relevant with
minimal food preparation experience among SUD recovery clients. For example, one NEP
educator shared:
One of my biggest ones (questions) is “why can’t I eat my pizza that’s set out all night”
or then you have to explain to them that it’s got cheese on it, it’s got vegetables on it. Or
they will ask “well my green beans are vegetables why can I leave them out?” and you
can obviously if they’re not cooked. Just you know, simple things that they honestly
don’t understand that they cannot leave these foods out of the refrigerator for more than
two hours.
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Further, budgeting seemed to be a necessary component for the SUD recovery audience, who
may struggle with a reliable income. One NEP educator explained:
And saving money is important because when they’re in rehab they don’t have the
income. Then they get out and they may not have a job for a while, and they are trying to
make SNAP dollars stretch. And all of mine, at the end of class, they say they really
learned a lot on saving money and how they can budget.
Finally, NEP educators discussed several materials and resources within the existing NEP
curriculum that should be retained if a new program is developed. Specifically, NEP educators
identified the consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages as a major issue with their clients and
noted the need for educational materials related to this topic. According to one of the NEP
educators, “The Rethink your Drink is such an eye-opener. Because they come in with monsters,
cokes, and big swigs and the drink is really an eye-opener.”
The “Rethink your Drink” reference refers to a lesson within the NEP curriculum that addresses
sugar-sweetened beverages. Although some existing content was relevant, there were still
expressed needs for new and expanded resources to meet clientele needs.
Theme 3: Suggested New and Expanded Resources for Future Curriculum
Within this theme, NEP educators discussed the topics and considerations they perceived as
necessary components of any new curriculum targeting SUD recovery audiences. Three
subthemes were identified: (1) nutrition-body-connection, (2) health issues related to substance
use recovery, and (3) materials requested.
One of the needs most often identified by NEP educators was a better understanding of the
nutrition-body-connection focusing on how substance use impacts the body and how nutrition
benefits SUD recovery. They mentioned being asked often how learning about nutrition would
help their clients and often felt unable to answer. One NEP educator shared:
He (the director) said it’s fine if you don’t focus on it (addiction) because they focus on it
pretty much all day every day. So, I go in there not focusing on it, but I would like to
have the information and to feel confident enough to be like ‘this is very relevant to your
recovery.’
NEP educators recognized the scope of their work and did not want to overstep their boundaries
regarding the information they shared about health issues with their clients. For example, another
NEP educator said:
And we don’t have the materials, because we are not dietitians, to say when you use the
substance it causes dis-nutrition and this damage to these organs or you’re not getting
these nutrients because it’s not binding, not that I would go in that much detail.
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Several educators mentioned that it would be beneficial to have this information for their clients
and as background information for NEP educators working with this audience for the first time.
A related topic identified during the focus groups concerned the health issues experienced by
clients in SUD recovery. NEP educators reported that clients were aware of damage to their
bodies and were focused on regaining their health. Providing a balance of content that was
informative but did not lead to questions regarding diagnosis and treatment would be beneficial.
As one participant shared, “But they want to know ways of how they can maybe go through their
detox and maybe get healthy faster, and sometimes I just try to get back to the fruits and
vegetables.”
Although substance use can impact many body systems, the one most mentioned in the focus
groups was the digestive system. Although digestive issues may result from several different
conditions, according to the NEP educators, recovery clients perceived stomach issues as a
common side effect of SUD and treatment. Some clients even mentioned developing lactose
intolerance and irritable bowel syndrome issues. As was noted by one NEP educator:
With me, they ask a lot about the colon and about issues they have because they have a
lot of stomach issues, so they are wondering how they can prevent these stomach issues.
That’s where we talk about fiber and how we should eat and why we should eat so much.
But they have a lot of stomach issues.
NEP educators were also asked about what materials would be helpful when working with SUD
recovery clientele. NEP educators frequently cited an increased need to incorporate interactive
and engaging education materials with SUD treatment center clients. One NEP educator noted,
“We need more things to interact with them because they’re not going to sit there and listen to
me.”
As a solution, educational games were suggested to provide a fun alternative to lessons. An
example of this request:
I would love to have more adult nutrition games because my group is anywhere from 2060 [years old]. The older ones, you know, you can talk, and it seems they’re more
interested. But the twenty-year-olds, you just kind of, I lose them sometimes.
NEP educators also noted a need for marketing materials to provide directors and administrators
at SUD treatment centers and other facilities because some did not realize the benefit of nutrition
education for their residents and clients, as reflected in this quote:
Could there be some type of material where it shows? ‘Cause I know they’re starting to
do a lot of research on it now of nutrition and the success of addiction recovery, that
could be given to whoever’s over the program at the jail so they see the outcomes better
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or to give to those programs. To whoever’s over the program to say, ‘this is why we
should be doing this.’
In addition to specific topics and considerations identified by NEP educators for a new or
adapted curriculum, guidance was also provided on how to deliver lesson content and engage
with an audience with which NEP educators may not currently work.
Theme 4: Guidance to Educators New to Substance Use Recovery Audience
Within this theme, two subthemes emerged that would be beneficial for NEP educators who have
no experience working with SUD recovery clients and within the SUD treatment setting. These
included (1) suggested strategies and (2) advice.
Several NEP educators suggested a successful strategy for garnering buy-in and support from the
SUD recovery audience was being honest, open, and willing to share their own personal
experiences throughout the classes. One NEP educator explained:
I think the more you talk about yourself and your family or whatever and finding that
common denominator, that may not be the drugs or the alcohol. But you know family,
children, and pets anything of that nature then they really start opening up more and more
to you.
Rather than focusing on substance use, NEP educators focused on bringing attention and focus
back to the human elements of the participants. This helps make the SUD recovery participants
feel like they are welcome and can be honest. Another strategy is to carefully and intentionally
craft messaging to encourage healthy behavior change. It was mentioned that SUD recovery
clients are already experiencing deprivation or feel like they have little control. Instead,
educators are encouraged to approach nutrition information with patience and consideration. One
NEP educator shared, “I always say ‘I will never tell you to stop drinking soft drinks all together.
I may tell you to cut back one a day if you’re drinking 9 per day.”
NEP educators offered several pieces of advice for future nutrition educators who may be
hesitant or reluctant to work with SUD recovery clients. One NEP educator noted, “You’ll go out
and you may be scared. You may be apprehensive. You may feel uncomfortable but try it. I think
it’s one of the best groups I’ve got.”
Others offered advice to future NEP educators working in the SUD treatment setting to
demonstrate empathy and compassion. One NEP educator shared, “Don’t go in like you know
everything that they need to hear because unless you’ve walked that walk, you don’t know what
they need to hear.”
Other NEP educators noted, “everyone deserves a second chance,” and “under different
circumstances, that could be me.” Finally, one NEP educator suggested more education may be
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needed within Cooperative Extension to assure acceptance of the SUD recovery population
which is often marginalized and stigmatized. They stated:
So, I think we have to educate everybody in Extension on what we’re doing and the
people we are working with, and that they have questions and want more information
about Extension. Everybody’s going to have to have a more open mind.
Discussion
The application of nutrition education in the SUD recovery setting has not been sufficiently
studied to determine which aspects of nutrition education may be linked to improved long-term
outcomes (Jeynes & Gibson, 2017; Wiss et al., 2019). The goal of this project was to inform the
development or adaptation of a nutrition education curriculum to better meet the needs of
individuals receiving education within SUD treatment centers and similar settings. The findings
of this study highlight the current experiences of NEP educators working with SUD recovery
clients and provide useful data with the potential to inform future nutrition interventions and
programs. Drawing on their experiences teaching the audience and delivering education in SUD
treatment settings, the educators indicated that a SUD recovery-focused nutrition education
curriculum and the program should consider and fit the context of SUD treatment settings.
Specifically, the educators’ experiences indicate five contextual factors that should be considered
in the development and delivery of a recovery-focused nutrition education curriculum.
First, NEP educators mentioned that the type of facility and classroom setting where the
curriculum is delivered might impact how nutrition materials are delivered to SUD recovery
clients. For example, certain rules and standards in a correctional facility versus a SUD treatment
center may influence implementation. This could include scheduling variation and limited access
to certain resources for food demonstrations, including lack of permission to use knives in some
SUD treatment settings. Second, the demographic compositions of clients within various
settings, including gender composition makeup of clients (e.g., men, women, pregnant women),
may influence how NEP educators approach the audience. Third, the behavioral characteristics
observed in the SUD recovery audience, such as short attention span and addiction replacement
(e.g., propensity to shift to sugar-laden products), may also impact how the educational program
is administered. Fourth, NEP educators reported that SUD recovery clients’ food environment or
food access might be influenced by their geographic location (e.g., rural versus urban). Finally,
NEP educators noted that partnerships with Extension Specialists and Agents and resources such
as videos and educational games might aid NEP implementation in the SUD treatment setting.
Information regarding these factors should be collected prior to implementation, if possible, to
enhance the successful delivery of the nutrition education program or intervention.
NEP educators identified several aspects of the existing adult nutrition education curriculum that
were considered effective and appropriate to convey nutrition education concepts to this
population. The educators suggested that a recovery-focused nutrition education program should
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retain the core elements and lessons of a typical evidence-based adult nutrition education
curriculum, including diet quality, cooking skills, food safety, and budgeting. Not only did the
educators think these lessons should be included but indicated that this population needed this
instruction more than typical audiences participating in Healthy Choices for Every Body
(HCEB), the primary adult nutrition education program used by SNAP-Ed or EFNEP programs
in Kentucky. These key lessons should be accompanied by icebreakers, reinforcements, and
other activities that increase engagement for participants.
These findings align with literature on this topic, as nutrition interventions in the SUD treatment
setting are found to be especially successful when they incorporate life skills lesson topics like
food safety, cooking, and financial resource management. These are considered valuable lessons
in SUD treatment (Neale et al., 2012). In line with the findings of this study, it is apparent that
engaging SUD recovery clients in active learning and sharing food preparation knowledge and
skills can enhance nutrition education facilitation throughout SUD treatment (Cowan & Devine,
2008). Furthermore, similar to our results, research demonstrates that engaging clients in cooking
lessons may be an effective way for nutrition educators to teach healthy meal ideas and cooking
skills to SUD recovery clients (Chavez & Rigg, 2020; Cowan & Devine, 2008). These skills are
critical for clients in SUD recovery to be able to function independently after treatment, make
healthy food choices to achieve greater health, and better support their family after achieving
SUD recovery status (Chavez & Rigg, 2020; Cowan & Devine, 2008). Limited research indicates
that providing tailored nutrition education and establishing a well-balanced dietary intake during
SUD treatment can reduce substance use relapse (Chandler et al., 2018; Jeynes & Gibson, 2017).
In addition to retaining the core elements of an evidence-based nutrition education curriculum,
the educators mentioned that a SUD recovery nutrition education curriculum should include
content and lessons that address the nutrition-body-connection and specific health issues related
to SUD recovery. These newly identified concepts would better align nutrition education with
the questions, concerns, and realities that individuals in SUD recovery face and would allow
NEP educators to provide a more tailored intervention to meet clientele needs. For example, it is
well-documented that SUD is associated with gastrointestinal distress, which has major
implications on food choices and eating behaviors (Kaiser et al., 2008; Neale et al., 2012; Wiss,
2019) and was cited by NEP educators as an important topic for future programming. Not only is
additional content connecting nutrition to healing and recovery necessary to share with clientele,
management of treatment facilities, and similar community partners, but additional information
is needed to ensure NEP educators themselves can be better prepared to address this population
and answer relevant questions that may arise during programming. The curriculum should
provide reference material for educators and incorporate training to address client questions in
the SUD recovery setting properly. This study provides insight into new approaches and
strategies that can be incorporated into future programming to address the unique nutritionrelated challenges of the SUD recovery population.
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Implications for Extension
New and existing nutrition education programs may benefit from the findings of our focus group
sessions. As mentioned previously, HCEB is the primary adult nutrition education program used
by Kentucky SNAP-Ed and EFNEP educators. It includes ten core lessons, with seven required
for program completion. This program has been highly effective at improving nutrition
education, food resource management skills, and food safety practices within limited resource
audiences (Adedokun et al., 2018) but has not been evaluated within the SUD population in
recovery. Since the time of data collection, the University of Kentucky NEP, in collaboration
with Registered Dietitians, has used these findings to inform and adapt the existing HCEB
program to better meet clients’ needs in recovery. Table 1 identifies the adaptations made and
provides specific examples of how the existing curriculum was modified to better meet the needs
of the audience. Addressing the unique nutritional needs of those in SUD recovery provides an
opportunity for NEP educators to collaborate with Registered Dietitians in developing
appropriate nutrition education materials. Future studies will examine the effectiveness and
impact of this newly developed program within the SUD treatment setting.
Table 1. Adaptations to Adult Nutrition Curriculum Healthy Choices for Every Body
Adaptation
Inclusion of more information related to
the specific health and nutrition needs
of those in recovery

Emphasis on the nutrition-bodyconnection
Address common client questions
Additional activities and engagement
opportunities

Newly developed supplemental
resources
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Example(s)
• Including detailed information regarding nutrition and
SUD within trainings for educators to provide
foundational knowledge
• Nutrition-related recommendations within lessons have
been revised to consider the commonly cited concerns
of clientele (e.g., focusing on adding fiber to the diet to
potentially help with digestive issues)
• Revised curriculum title
• Newly developed lesson focusing on the benefits of
nutrition during recovery offered as a core lesson
within the HCEB curriculum
• List of frequently asked questions by clientele and
appropriate responses provided to educators
• At least one icebreaker or game built into each lesson
• Movement breaks (1-2 minutes) included within lesson
outlines
• Relevant discussion questions were provided to
stimulate engagement with clients
• Reference materials that provide background
information for NEP educators related to nutrition and
SUD
• List of frequently asked questions by clientele and
appropriate responses provided to educators
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This study also identifies factors that should be considered prior to implementation with this
population or within SUD treatment settings. For example, recipes included within new or
adapted programs may avoid using cooking tools that can be considered weapons. Educators
may want to prepare parts of recipes ahead of time or show video demonstrations to teach knife
skills. This method will ensure that NEP educators feel confident and comfortable working
within a new setting.
Further, findings from this study may be insightful for the dissemination of new programmatic
materials to nutrition educators through trainings, webinars, and workshops. This study should
be of interest to nutrition educators since educators strive to implement more tailored
interventions and programs to meet the nutrition needs of their clients to improve nutritional
status, physical health status, mental well-being, and, specifically with this population, recovery
outcomes through effective SUD treatment.
Strengths and Limitations
It is important to note the limitations and strengths of this study. To strengthen our findings, we
obtained a variety of perspectives from NEP educators working with clients in recovery within
both residential and nonresidential facilities. Further, our methodology was theoretically sound
with a high degree of thematic agreement (Boeije, 2002; Creswell, 2013). As with many
qualitative studies, our focus group participant sample size was small and limited to the
experiences of NEP educators in Kentucky, thereby limiting generalizability and diversity. In
addition, NEP educators may have been at varying points of program implementation with this
population or have varied experience working within this setting; however, the purpose was to
gather experiences and perspectives about working with clients in SUD treatment in a variety of
settings. Different responses and conclusions may be found with a larger sample size. Therefore,
additional research examining NEP educators’ perspectives regarding nutrition education within
this population is necessary to understand how to best serve this population fully.
Conclusion
The value of nutrition education in substance use treatment is an emerging research topic that is
not fully understood. Therefore, these research findings can provide the academic and
professional community with a better understanding of nutrition education components targeting
clients in recovery. Gaining insight into how to effectively administer nutrition education
programs in the SUD treatment setting can lead to the development of more effective nutrition
education interventions to improve SUD recovery outcomes for clientele. With increased
knowledge on this emerging research topic, the University of Kentucky Nutrition Education
Program will directly benefit Kentucky residents who suffer from substance abuse and
experience detrimental social, physical, and health implications.
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